
Professor Adela Rogojinaru (1963-2014) 

Doctor of Philology, professor at the Faculty of Letters, University of Bucharest, Prof. Adela 

Rogojinaru was director of the Department of Communication Sciences, Head of Specialization in 

Communication and Public Relations, a member of the Board of the Faculty of Letters and the 

University Senate. Beside the teaching experience of over 25 years, with expertise in EU programs, 

international experience in public relations and organizational communication, she was the author 

and coordinator of several volumes. Moreover, Prof. Adela Rogojinaru was executive director of 

EUPRERA (European Public Relations Education and Research Association), President of 

Strategic and Organizational Communications department of ECREA (European Communication 

Research and Education Association), Honorary member jury ARRP (Romanian Association of 

professionals in Public Relations), a member of ICA (International Communication Association) 

and member of IAMCR (International Association for Media and Communication Research). Prof. 

Adela Rogojinaru’s reference included contributions of educational policy reforms. As a young 

head of department at the Institute of Education Sciences, Adela Rogojinaru was in the 90s the 

author of exceptional visionary initiatives to modernize training in Romania, at European and 

international level, i.e. the success of the European Union Phare VET Program in Romania. 

*** 

Professional Highlights 

Research Trajectory:  

 Educational Research: 1992-1997: The National Institute of Pedagogical Sciences:  

Assistant Researcher, Pilot teacher training center for the continuous training of teachers, 

Head of the Trainers’ Unit.  

 Reading Practices Research: founder of the Working Group in Studying Reading Processes 

(GRAAL) and of the national branch, the Romanian Association for Reading (AROL); 

member in the Editorial Advisory Group of Journal of Research in Reading (Wiley) al UK 

Literacy Association (1995-2000); PhD dissertation in Reading Practices (1999). 

 Public Relations: 

 2002-2006: organizer of International Francophone Congress in Sciences of 

Information and Communication; books “Themes of Public Relations” (Ars 



Docendi, 2003) and “Public Relations: Interdisciplinary Fundamentals” (Tritonic, 

2005, 2010). Studies that reflect theoretical and metacritical approaches, with 

historiographical interests in the field, perspective that Adela Rogojinaru has 

always developed in Public Relations studies.  

 2005-2010: Institutionalizing research: introduction and development of an 

academic school of thought in Public Relations (interdisciplinary and humanities 

approach, internationalization, opening towards professional field, theoretical and 

methodological orientation); Head of Communication and Public Relations Chair 

(building a Public Relations paradigm in Romania); seven collective volumes 

coordinated as a result of national and international conferences organized by the 

Communication and Public Relations Chair.  

 2010-2014: research interests in the methodology of Public Relations (articles and 

international participation to EUPRERA and ECREA annual conferences); vice-

president and president of Strategic and Organizational Communication Section 

(2006-2010; 2010-2012), Exectuvie Director of European Public Relations 

Education and Research Association – EUPRERA (2010-2014); consolidating the 

theoretical grounding of Public Relations through the application of principles and 

research methods resulting relevant national case studies: CSR; risk and crises; 

digital publics and evaluating the use of social media in Romanian campaigns; the 

efficacy of using tools of integrated communication of marketing (ICM); member 

of EUPRERA research network coordinated by professor Tom Watson, the History 

of Public Relations; areas of specialization: history and theory of Public Relations, 

Strategic Communication and methodology of Public Relations, Organizational 

Communication, Ethics and CSR, Integrated Communication of Marketing. 

Other Areas of Expertise: Adela Rogojinaru has also developed a long-term expertise on 

educational reforms and policies, both as a high-level researcher, consultant, trainer and academic 

professor. She had a relevant role in the formation of the national framework of educational 

curriculum (expert in European projects Phare-VET of Romanian national Ministry, expert of 

SOROS Foundation for an Open Society in projects oriented towards adapting curriculum for 

special needs children) and in the development of university curriculum (BA, MA) for Public 

Relations discipline (developing and teaching 16 academic disciplines, coordinator of BA and MA 



programs, integrating the MA program in high-level international networks, like MARPE and the 

partnership agreement with CIPR).  

Adela Rogojinaru has also been a very involved member of academic community; she was a voted 

member in the faculty board and in the Senate of the University of Bucharest. She offered her 

expertise in numerous university committees, councils and boards. She also had a significant role 

to the institutionalization and professionalization of Public Relations in Romania: she was member 

in Honorary Board of the Romanian Association for Public Relations (ARRP), but she also created 

and maintained long-term relationships with high-level Public Relations professionals that she 

capitalized to MA programs.   

Professor Adela Rogojinaru passed away on August 7, 2014, after a long suffering caused by the 

most severe form of skin cancer, metastatic melanoma. 

 

 

 



Professor Adela Rogojinaru, a prolific scholar 

The present volume gathers almost all texts of professor Adela Rogojinaru’s lectures that she 

presented with the occasion of international conferences. Some of these texts have already been 

published in conference proceedings, but most of them are unpublished. One notable and 

interesting fact that can be easily observed only by going over the volume is the substantial 

dimension of almost each lecture; most of the lectures are valid studies in Public Relations. We 

chose to publish also two lectures in presentation form, as power-point supports, because we 

couldn’t find the narrative version and because the content is highly relevant at the level of ideas 

presented. 

The present volume retraces her becoming as a well-known and respected academic with a 

command on the field and a credible theoretician in Public Relations. Yet, we didn’t privilege only 

a diachronic perspective, even if it would have been the easiest path. We combined the diachronic 

criteria with the dominant research interest that Adela Rogojinaru proved in each stage of her 

academic trajectory. In this way, the reader of this volume can retrace himself or herself, by his / 

her own reading keys, not being forced by a chronological logics, to understand professor Adela 

Rogojinaru’s development and formation as a relevant researcher and scholar.  

The Ist Part, “Paradigm shifts in Public Relations. Towards a Critical Theoretical Model of Public 

Relations”, is formed by a group of studies which reflect dominantly the in-depth metacritical and 

theoretical attitude, with historiographical roots. The volume begins with what we consider to be 

a programmatic study, written and presented in 2013 at the International Public Relations History 

Conference, Bournemouth University: “Epistemic tensions of the public relations disciplines: 

transgressing the paradigm”. Our main argument for considering and diagnosing this study as 

programmatic is the author’s explicit and declared intention of “Reconsidering the «public» roots 

of the relations, namely the power of the public man and his public history (…)” (Rogojinaru, 

2013), intention which “enriches the theoretical interpretations of the public sphere as well as the 

fields of applications of public relations.” (Ibidem) 

The study develops both diachronic and synchronic perspectives of and on Public Relations as a 

changing and revolutionary discipline. Analyzing the theoretical and paradigmatic becoming of 

Public Relations as a social discipline, Adela Rogojinaru identifies and structures its trajectory into 

three stages: the Pre-paradigmatic stage (between the decade of 1920s and the 1980s of the last 



century), the Paradigmatic stage or the creation of the dominant paradigm (the period of the 1984 

and the 2002) and the post-paradigmatic (de)construction of the discipline (started probably with 

the Facebook year of 2004 with effects up to the present date and beyond). Each stage is thoroughly 

described and interpreted in a forensic way: Adela Rogojinaru highlights the main process that led 

to identifying the poles, being either the influence of a theory or a social phenomenon, she 

reconstructs, by explaining the most relevant factors of evolution, each stage, and finalizes her 

analysis with a national cultural thick landscape, in Romanian case.  

This trajectory of Public Relations discipline is constantly marked by the epistemic tensions 

between the instrumental role and a broader societal value,  or, as Adela Rogojinaru states, between 

the emphasis put on Relations and the relevance given to the Public concept. She therefore 

analyzes and interprets two diachronic axis of Public Relations discipline which are reconstructed 

in a theoretical and metacritical way. The first dominant perspective whose impact is also 

reconstructed links Public Relations to the business sector, more specifically in the corporate 

practice of the private industrial trusts or companies. At the level of its applied legitimacy, “PR 

always served as an instrument of the liberal economy and private business, being meant to assess 

the business performance in society or in particular public spheres (by means of different types of 

profitability: financial, social, relational etc.).” (Rogojinaru, 2013) A second perspective is brought 

to light, and that is the perspective of Public Relations as discipline that investigates publics, public 

sphere and public opinion. Rogojinaru states that the process of appropriating Public Relations as 

a tool for business as singular and dominant paradigm in understanding its role impoverishes the 

interpretation of any public event of interest for our discipline.  

The synchronic analysis that the first study develops is programmatically entitled “Transgressing 

the organisational boundaries: from organisations back to publics” and states author’s theoretical 

position regarding the role of Public Relations as a discipline. Adela Rogojinaru explains, in a 

seductive way, this paradigmatic shift first of all from an intrinsic disciplinary perspective, 

retracing the relevant changes as the influence of learning theories in the organisations and the 

innovation theories, the impact of sociologists as Bauman, van Dijk, Castells or Ritzer who 

theorized the concept of cognitive capitalism.  

These interdisciplinary influences prepared the ground for the societal impact of another 

phenomenon which Adela Rogojinaru considers to have shifted the theoretical emphasis from 



organizations to public(s): social media, more specifically Facebook. She argues this position by 

highlighting what she considers to be the dominant characteristics of the (New) Public Man: 

multiple rationalities, the incapacity of the publics to focus on specific issues, an incapacity defined 

by fluidity or fragmentation, or lack of cohesion. The immediate impact on reconfiguration of 

relations is, accordingly to the author, “The assessment of these relations is no longer related to 

the degree of publicness or publicity but to the level of recognition of otherness.” (Rogojinaru, 

2013) 

The archeology of the new network society leaves the place for paradigmatic questioning; Adela 

Rogojinaru also proposes, in the last part of the study, interdisciplinary paradigms between Public 

Relations and cultural disciplines (Popular Culture, Cultural Studies and Cultural History), finding 

legitimate theoretical linkages and new research objects. At this point also, she advances 

provocative ideas and theoretical positions. She opts for redefining the public sphere, long time 

viewed from Habermas rational perspective, under the profound influence of social media and 

proposes a more constant and in-depth attention given to emotions and public positions for whose 

analysis the dominating theories do not apply anymore. She considers necessary the shift of the 

research interest and theoretical emphasis from class perspective and Public Relations as a soft 

power or vertical instrument to cultural production, cultural practices and local histories of places 

and spaces.  

We choose to present this study in detail in order to explain the structuring logic of the present 

volume. We therefore think that this study and the theoretical positions grounded and presented 

here irradiate in the volume as a whole. This is the reason for which we continued the first part 

with a lecture (“Digital Publics and Stakeholders. Theoretical Perspectives on the Notion of 

Publics”) that questions the role of digital publics and explains the systemic and structural 

transformations which impact in an essential way the Public Relations theories and practices. This 

particular study is completed by the ones entitled “Using benchmarking to evaluate public relations 

effectiveness through social media”, “From writing the memoirs to electronic biography: exposure 

through personalised media”, and “Risks and Crises: How to manage them in different culture, 

communities and democracies?”, each of one representing a particularization of Adela 

Rogojinaru’s theoretical position and choices: from innovative evaluation methods of social media 



campaign (from publics perspective), the analysis of cultural biographical writing practices to a 

rhetorical analysis model of crisis management.  

The IInd Part of the present volume gathers studies that also reflect Adela Rogojinaru’s research 

interest in national Public Relations historiography. Entitled “Public Relations in transition and 

post-transition Romanian society”, this section highlights the main societal changes in Romania 

after the 1989, the author analyzing the nature of practice and the theory of practice in transitional 

public relations (Ławniczak, 2005). Adela Rogojinaru has always privileged the historiographical 

dimension in her studies, beginning with 2005 when she presented her first study in this field. She 

therefore integrated herself in a broader movement in Public Relations research, supporting a 

European Model of Public Relations based on cross-national comparisons and international 

studies. This socio-cultural turn movement, developed by Krishnamurthy and Verčič, who edited 

the first Global Public Relations Handbook, and Günter Bentele and Tom Watson by founding the 

European Public Relations History Network (EPRHN), develops analyses of public relations in 

different regions by identifying the contextual variables external to the organization (such as 

culture, political system, economic system, and media system) and the complex ways they 

influence public relations activities in various parts of the world.  

Adela Rogojinaru adds in an original way to the current literature not only relevant analysis of 

national evolution of Public Relations, but she also creates a history of Public Relations 

institutionalization and professionalization. She therefore explores and interprets the role of media 

in Romania after the 1989, the main changes in the Public Relations practice and theoretical 

evolvement, realizing in-depth and thick analysis of the way Public Relations have been perceived 

and constructed by different actors. This historical and contextual analysis represents at this 

moment the fundament for a new direction in Public Relations historiography research, as a group 

of researchers (coordinated by professor Tom Watson from University of Bournemouth) conduct 

currently an intensive and cross-cultural study on Public Relations in dictatorships.  

The IIIrd Part of the present volume particularizes the research interests in the methodology of 

Public Relations, the author proposing to us analysis of structural changes of Public Relations 

changes. The “Corporate Responsibility and Sustainable Development. Policy Concepts” lecture 

develops the corporate altruism concept and emphasizes the relevant key-issues of the 

problematics. The study entitled “Communication organisationnelle et réseaux informels internes: 

les effets des TIC sur la culture interne de l’entreprise” describes in an almost ethnographical way 



an internal communication practice, the grapevine, the author analyzing its structural and systemic 

changes in the electronic era of using Information & Communication Technologies (ICTs) in the 

organizational environment. The last study, entitled “Corporate Narrations and Brand Palimpsest” 

is also a unique and original approach: the poetics model used to analyze the brand discourse 

through common corporate books; a seductive interpretation gives the possibility to the reader to 

understand the complex layers of branding, such as it is being explained and understood by Adela 

Rogojinaru.  

We therefore introduce to the great public, interested researchers, students in Public Relations, 

graduates and professionals an original volume where Adela Rogojinaru’s personality irradiates in 

her writing, ideas through a deep and wide knowledge of Public Relations, her passion for 

scientific rigour, her forensic questioning.  
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Epistemic tensions of the public relations disciplines: transgressing the 

paradigm1 

 

Abstract: The premise of the present paper is a reflection on the episteme of public relations viewed 

as an evolving discipline founded at the fragile limit between social and human sciences. Although 

organisational paradigm is not yet obsolete, the re-examination of the discipline from the humanistic 

angle would help in expanding the consecrated field of the public relations discipline towards similar 

hybrid disciplines such as cultural history, which incorporates both collective and individual 

experiences of the „public man". This approach would enrich the theoretical interpretations of the 

public sphere as well as the field of applications of public relations. 

 

Argument 
 

The premise of the present paper is a reflection on the episteme of public relations viewed as an 

evolving discipline founded at the fragile limit between social and human sciences. Migration is a term 

used by Mattei Dogan and Robert Pahre to describe the process of inter- and trans-disciplinarity by 

science migration across the conventional boundaries (Dogan & Pahre, 1990). By its social fundaments 

and functions, public relations could be defined as a hybrid science of communicating and managing the 

alterity (or otherness). In that sense, the public relations discipline should include in its research portfolio 

much more consideration about the local cultural values and various forms of local membership and 

social relations. The “great Niagara of PR” (Moloney, 2006, p. 5) is definitely spectacular and 

challenging to approach. At the first glance, public relations is facile and handy; when looking into the 

object and methodology, the easiness vanishes and a large area of significations are still to be discovered 

and interpreted. 
 

In this paper, the aim is to expand the conceptualisation of public relations beyond the boundaries 

of the four social sites mentioned by Moloney in his metaphorical definition of PR. The present 

endeavour is not exceptional. In fact, all studies or expert positions argue that we are facing major 

changes in the profession of public relations, with probable effects for the entire paradigm. There is a 

                                                             
1 Full paper “Rethinking PR. Epistemic tensions of the public relations disciplines”, presented at the International Public 

Relations History Conference, Bournemouth University, Bournemouth, 24-25th of June 2013. Study first published in French 

version in Françoise Bernard, Cristina Bogdan, Ştefan Bratosin, Adela Rogojinaru (coord.), Actualité scientifique en 

communication des organisations: questionner les nouveaux enjeux, problématiques et pratiques, Ed. Universităţii din 

Bucureşti, 2015. 



need for more arguments that support the re-examination of the discipline from the humanistic angle and 

sustain the expansion of the field of public relations discipline towards similar hybrid disciplines such as 

cultural history. Reconsidering the “public” roots of the relations, namely the power of the public man 

and his public history, allows of several interpretations of both collective and individual experiences - to 

the extent that it can shape and build a unit of meaning (such as discourse, story, image, reputation or 

fame) -, and enriches the theoretical interpretations of the public sphere as well as the fields of 

applications of public relations. 
 

Analysing public relations from the perspective of cultural history is not very common since the 

public relations discipline has become an instrument of global business and its examination is often 

incorporated into the study of other organisational disciplines such as social marketing or consumer 

culture. Moreover, being a young discipline, it suffers from epistemic tensions, naturally or artificially 

created by the separation of the scientific domains of humanities and cultural studies in opposition to 

social sciences and business communication. Because of the primary specialisation of the concerned 

researchers, the academic communities do not always adopt similar discourse and methodologies. 

Moreover, the fundamentals of this discipline evolved over time by erasing and rewriting models, 

concepts and theories, in a similar way that a science-palimpsest would be defined. 

 
 

Migration of the discipline of public relations: why business environment legitimised PR 
 

 

Public relations (PR) discipline has been explicitly or implicitly asserted as a business related 

discipline. A lot of implicit meaning was created from early time (late 19th/ early 20th centuries) in order 

to ground the discipline in the corporate practice of the private industrial trusts or companies. Due to the 

position of public relations in the immediate vicinity of advertising or other disciplines of the marketing 

mix, PR always served as an instrument of the liberal economy and private business, being meant to 

assess the business performance in society or in particular public spheres (by means of different types of 

profitability: financial, social, relational etc.) A chronological examination of facts would nevertheless 

reveal that the first connections of PR to business were neither exclusive nor privileged. Early 

fundamental writings on the theoretical model of the discipline were not granting any exclusivity for 

business areas. In his exceptional essay about The Public and Its Problems, John Dewey (1927) creates 

a model of liberal democracy based on open and public participation of citizens. Differently conceived 

(based on elitism and ideological control), the professional profile or the PR counsellor in Bernays’ 

conception (1923) is not immediately connected to business either, being more a mediation function to 

ease (and manipulate) the relations between various groups of interests. The publication of his second 

seminal work on Propaganda (1928) consolidated this perspective, still with no special emphasis on 

business, despite the personal involvement of the author in raising corporate campaigns of brand 

publicity. 
 

PR became intrinsically correlated to business - to the extent that even the core-notion of public 



was replaced with “stakeholders” - in the 1980s, immediately after the theory of stakeholders (Freeman, 

1984) had gained notoriety in the fields of applied ethics and management. At the same time, the leading 

theory of the business excellence launched by Peters and Watermann (1982) created the right context for 

launching the dominant theory of PR that might be called the “Grunig school” of thought. This does not 

mean, as noted, that business and management theories represent the main source of reflection on the 

discipline. Concepts of political philosophy (Dewey, Lippmann) or mass psychology (Bernays) were the 

originating sources for the scientific grounds of public relations. However, despite the philosophical 

grounds, it was the actual practice of the discipline that created a distorted apperception of the notions of 

PR in the later theoretical stages. 
 

To deepen the discrepancies, a first subject to debate is the unclear epistemic status of public 

relations, as a discipline whose philosophical nature is based much more on practiced art or technics (as 

an etymological derivation from gr. technê defining craft/craftsmanship activities) than on pure scientific 

knowledge. In his essays on political ethics published in French in the period of 1946-1947, the 

Romanian author Mihail Manoilescu (2010) defined two aspects that might be considered important for 

this discussion: firstly, the author notes that from the epistemological point of view, the logic of science 

is different from the logic of technics in the sense that the logic of science is a “passive logic” while the 

logic of technics is an “active logic that anticipates over those [actions] that must exist, organizing the 

people’s will for creation” (p. 63). From this point of view, the technical logic of public relations 

discipline clearly prevails over its scientific logic. Secondly, concerning the modern meanings of the 

political Morals and Ethics, the author explains that in the modern age we are led by three [decadent?] 

types of ethics: the “ethics of popularity”, “the ethics of success” and the “ethics of history judgement” 

(p. 77). “Nothing is more amoral than popularity”, states the author (ibid.). One of the main moral limits 

of the public opinion lies in its non-systemic and amoral nature, due to the fact that it is not rooted in any 

moral system of judgements, therefore it is capricious and unpredictable and cannot be invoked as a 

correct expression of a coherent [political] ethical attitude. Beside the peculiar mode of constructing the 

knowledge, a discipline such as public relations – whose object is public opinion - would manifest a 

questionable deontological mode. Manoilescu, a right-wing Romanian economist of the inter-war period, 

had never posited any ideas of what public relations were, but being involved in political economy and 

ethics, he captures our attention by his insights on possible identification of early public relations in the 

realm of the (political) ethics of popularity or the ethics of success. 

The boost of the Public Relations techniques for shaping publics and raising business popularity 

and success is noticeable during the period of the 20’s and „30’s of the last century, also during the 

Second World War, but mostly during the post-bellum period of the 50’s and 60’s – as the decades of 

great economic reconstruction in the US, Europe and some other parts of the world (Japan, former 

colonies in the African continent etc.). At the same time, the migration of certain social disciplines 

founded at the beginning of the last century - such as the group dynamics - towards the study of the 

organised communities and institutions, contributed to the consolidation of the new leading domain of 



organisational studies. The publication of Goffmann’s book on The Presentation of Self in Everyday 

Life (1959) marked a fertile terrain across communication studies that are incontestably indebted to social 

psychology. The technology (or practical art) of public relations entered the new field together with the 

whole theoretical framework created by the new social sciences. 
 

Why business areas provided such a fruitful terrain of scientific investigation for public relations? 

The main change occurred at the level of the object of study: the scientific focus shifted from the blurring 

domain of public opinion to the firm areas of industrial relations (cf. Kaufman, 2010) and mass-

consumption. The research methods of social sciences were captured in new applications examining 

behaviour and attitude change in society, and new theories emerged, such as the Theory of Cognitive 

Dissonance (Festinger, 1957), The Diffusion of Innovation (Rogers, 1962), or the Theory of the 

Consumption Function (Friedman, 1957), classic formative works that communication scholars quickly 

capitalised in the methodology of the PR discipline. 
 

Secondary arguments for the migration of the PR discipline towards organisational and business 

field refer to the opportunities of appropriating a corpus of research and evaluation methods that helped 

in the examination of the whole range of relations engaged in the public sphere of exchange of the 

capitalist markets. Not coincidentally new disciplines of direct marketing, relational marketing, social 

marketing or branding gained in time more credibility in organisational sciences over Public Relations, 

and PR remains rather marginal in the scientific arena despite its history that prevails on other 

communicational sciences; “PR generates low opinion about itself”, states Moloney (p. 19). The fact the 

PR has been for long a communicational philosophy more than a (experimental) science consolidated 

the misrepresentation of the place of the discipline within the social sciences. 

 
 
Paradigmatic Stages of Public Relations 
 

In their pioneer work from 1984, Grunig & Hunt proposed four models or stages of public 

relations, based on the historical communicative functions of the discipline, such press agentry, public 

information, two-way asymmetrical and two-way symmetrical. In spite of various contestations, the 

normative theory and these models constitute the basis of teaching public relations in colleges and 

faculties around the world. More recently, Günter Bentele (2010) proposed a “functional-integrative 

strata model” in order to explore the German PR historiography. Both theories are built on historical 

premises and aim at configuring an evolutionary theory of public relations. 
 

The use of these theories might be revelatory in highlighting the main transformations of the 

process of public relations, yet are limited in exploring the epistemic mutations of the public relations 

science. To explore the paradigmatic stages of the discipline, the classic work of Thomas Kuhn, The 

Structure of Scientific Revolution (1962) could be applied and the notion of paradigm be used to expose 

the creation of public relation in three phases that led to the construction and deconstruction of its 

scientific field. 
 

The Pre-paradigmatic stage could be seen from the philosophy of science point of view as the 



collective efforts to state the object and methods of the discipline between the decade of 1920s and the 

1980s of the last century, between 1923 (Crystallising Public Opinion) and 1984 (Grunig & Hunt‟s 

Managing Public Relations). It covers the development of ideas in the so-called North-American model 

and also the post-war period of regional expansion in Western Europe. The discipline faced a polemic 

debate in France under the umbrella initiative of the first French Public Relations Association 

(Association Française des Relations Publiques - A.F.R.E.P), whose statutes were launched in 1958, 

following the merging of the Club de La Maison de Verre and A.P.R.O.R.E.P. (Association 

Professionnelle des Conseillers et Cadres de Relations Publiques (Boiry, 2003; cf. Carayol, 2004). The 

introduction of the first deontological Code in 1965 (the International Ethical Code of Public Relations, 

also known as the Athens Code) adopted by the first European professional network, the CERP (Centre 

Européen des Relations Publiques), consolidated the position of PR practice and discipline in Europe 

and later stimulated the foundation of the PR academic courses, degrees and related research studies (cf. 

van Ruler, 2004; van Ruler & Verčič, 2004). 

The critical role of Lucien Matrat as the “father” of the French public relations is rather ignored, 

his authorship of the Code of Athens is overlooked as well as his role in imposing the European Doctrine 

of Public Relations already in 1966, an initiative that was re-launched by the CERP at its first European 

Congress in Brussels, 1984 (cf. Arzeno-Martin, 1993). New research into the role of IPRA Code of 

Athens as well as on the historical figure of Lucien Matrat has been developed by Xifra (2012) and 

Watson (2013). 
 

In Romania, this phase is marked by the development of press agencies, merchants’ advertising 

and the emergence of the first type of third-party-endorsement, signaling the early development of PR 

for commercial activity: in 1924, Queen Mary of Romania endorsed the Ponce’ Cold cream at the 

invitation of the American Agency J. W. Thompson (Petcu, 2002, p. 66). The period of the 1930s was 

marked by the emergence of propaganda, commercial (free market), as well as political propaganda of 

the parties and of the monarch, Carol II of Romania. The propaganda will remain the main and unique 

tool of public communication in the post-war period under the ideological domination of the Communist 

Party, until the demise of communism in December 1989. For a short time (mainly in the 1970s), various 

forms of State publicity were used in the controlled market. Their purpose was to diffuse the moral 

communist values among citizens and to consolidate the mainstream ideology, e.g. the publicity for 

Romanian products and services or promoting rational nutrition by consuming ocean fish (Petcu, 2002, 

pp. 126-132). Public relations was unknown as a discipline or practice in official terms, although the 

dominant propaganda made used of various techniques of asymmetrical communication in launching 

public information campaigns for various purposes. 
 

The Paradigmatic stage or the creation of the dominant paradigm would cover roughly the 

period of the 1984 and the 2002 (Grunig, Grunig and Dozier, Excellent Public Relations and Effective 

Organisations). As a matter of fact, the duration of this period goes beyond the publication of this volume 

and reaches the year 2004, when Facebook was founded. It is largely admitted that the facebook 

phenomenon radically changed the way relations are engaged in the public sphere. At the same time, 



this stage is characterized by effervescence and mobility, the paradigm being exported and enlarged by 

scholarly work at the international level and by the creation of new sub-disciplines, such as transitional 

or transformational PR, and international PR or global PR. The attributes of the meta-model enacted by 

the research line of Grunig (1992) made it easy to copy, adopt or expand. The initiative of Bledcom 

conferences, which started in 1994, is symptomatic for this process of growth: 
 
“BledCom was created in response to the need for a global forum for both academics and practitioners 

to explore the rapidly growing body of international public relations and related applied communication 

disciplines, including corporate and marketing communication, public affairs and public relations, 

relationship and reputation management” (http://www.bledcom.com/bledcom_history). 

While the Western countries experienced a steady development of PR, Romania entered its dark 

propaganda period. Any form of non-propaganda information ceased to exist, and the public diplomacy 

of Romania worsened as regards the Western credibility, in addition to Ceausescu‟s refuse of perestroika 

and the hostility manifested during the visit of Gorbachev in May 1987 (Deletant, 2006, pp. 226-227). 

The regime’s intentions to compensate this disequilibrium by expanding its relationships with developing 

countries in Asian and in the African continents failed to improve the reputation of the country. (Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs [MFA], 2012); cf. Constantiniu, 2002, pp. 489-515). 
 

From the scientific point of view, it is the period of paradigmatic consecration of the discipline 

in the field of organisational studies. The Excellence theory of Grunig et al. (1992) helped in acquiring 

more credibility in experimental research and improved the connections with the disciplines of strategic 

management (Hon & Grunig, 1999). At the same time, towards the year 2000, a European movement 

rose again, with no linear connection to the European Doctrine of Lucien Matrat of the 1960s, but with 

an additional goal of opposing the European PR alternative to the dominant North American paradigm 

(van Ruler, Verčič, 2002). The emergence of Eastern European research of the role of PR in transition 

economies (Ławniczak, 2005) allowed for further in-depth study of new social phenomena and publics. 
 

The third phase would be linked to the post-paradigmatic (de)construction of the discipline, a 

process that started probably with the Facebook year of 2004 with effects up to the present date and 

beyond. From the technological point of view, it is determined by the use of social networks in shaping 

public relationships. From the scientific point of view, it is marked by the increase of interest in re-

grounding PR in social sciences and humanities. The dominant paradigm is not replaced, but the age of 

digitalisation poses a real challenge to that. James Grunig is still defending the dominant paradigm (2009) 

and many scholars continue to operate within the main theoretical models of excellence. Nevertheless, 

the organisational focus seemed to fade in favour of new societal insights and the calls for modernizing 

the methodology of the discipline gained a tone of urgency in the last decade. In his chapter about 

updating public relations, David Mckie points to the fact that the science or public relations should be 

released from the reductionist excellence paradigm: 
 
“In such an environment, public relations objective setting and communication plan based on linear 

approaches to knowledge are increasingly likely to lack credibility with stakeholders whose activities 

http://www.bledcom.com/bledcom_history


form part of economic and social systems that are clearly observable as dynamic, fluid and far from 

equilibrium.”(McKie, 2001, p. 90). 

The epistemic tensions initiated inside the dominant paradigm over the last 10 years might or 

might not lead towards a change of the paradigm. The organisational paradigm is still fertile in the 

disciplines of public relations. The expansion of the organisational model could only be possible by 

transgressing its limits beyond organisations and by encompassing cultural movements and actions that 

are not yet covered by PR, such as studying PR not inside the dominant coalition but from the opposite 

angle of non-elite groups. 

Transgressing the organisational boundaries: from organisations back to publics 
 

Throughout the examination of the roots of Public Relations and the evolution of its core concepts 

from public to organisational, some key features have faded, namely the characteristics of the publics 

and theirs associated notions – public space, public sphere, public places, public man, etc. 
 

Although 1990’s were the decade of PR paradigmatic construction, the excellence theory was 

already replaced by the learning theories in the organisations and soon after that by the innovation 

theories. Authors of business studies such as Peter Drucker (on post-capitalist societies, 1993), Peter 

Senge (on the organisational learning, 1990), or Alvin Toffler (on corporate powershift, 1990), as well 

as current economists like Joseph Stiglitz (on “sinking of the world economy”, 2010), worked on the 

concepts of the adaptive capacity of the organisations to learn and develop. Tom Peters, one of the 

authors of the excellence theory, advanced in the field of innovation (he wrote on the “Circle of 

Innovation”, 1999). The crises and risk management theories, then the ethical theories modernised the 

field of organisational studies. 
 

Public relations definitively followed all these movements, maybe less in the learning theories 

stage but clearly for the crisis and responsible management (W.T. Coombs on the Ongoing Crisis 

Communication, 2007). From 2000 on, when the sociologists as Bauman, van Dijk, Castells or Ritzer 

start writing about the dilution of the social tissue, the core organisational theories seem not to follow 

the societal trend. It is true that new areas and recent concepts such the cognitive capitalism introduce 

the idea of different techno-social form of cognition specific to our communicative societies (cf. 

International Association for Media and Communication Research [IAMCR], 2012, p. 55). 
 

What kind of cognition new publics bring into the communication areas? One aspect is linked to 

multiple rationalities (comprising non-rational states as well) or forms of multiple intelligences that 

single publics bring into the public sphere. In addition, all forms of non-place (e.g. the underground 

place) or non-publics (online traffic users) created the context for the emergence of non-issue publics in 

the viral stage of communication. The situational theory of publics is being constructed around the idea 

of issues adopted rationally by the public agenda and managed by the PR professionals (Grunig, 1992). 

In contrast, the viral models of communication (Tapscott & Williams, 2010) stressed the incapacity of 

the publics to focus on specific issues, an incapacity defined by fluidity or fragmentation, or lack of 

cohesion. It means that public relations (which were merely defined as political relations, in the sense of 

John Locke and early liberal philosophy) are developed more and more as semi-private or cloistered 



relations, not even sharing the concept of class, but representing gatherings or congregations of 

individuals sharing the same beliefs. The structure of the modern polis or political state is undermined 

by the global networks. Are these networks public in the political meaning of the term? The answer 

would be affirmative according to the early works on the term (van Dijk, 2006) and much changed in the 

latest interpretations (Ritzer, 2010) The assessment of these relations is no longer related to the degree 

of publicness or publicity but to the level of recognition of otherness. The terms of self-disclosures or 

disclosed relationships would be more adequate than public relationships. If we go back to the classic 

model of the Johari Window proposed by Luft & Ingham in 1955, that means that contemporary publics 

no longer operate in a larger open space or arena, mutually recognised and shared, but in a mutually 

accepted hidden area or façade (in which the private space is fabricated and disclosed to a certain degree 

to others). This form of acknowledging the presence of others or recognising the otherness assists in 

changing the current definitions of public relations. 

 
Interdisciplinary paradigm: Public Relations and Popular Culture 
 

The complex domain of popular culture is firmly dedicated to the sociology of non-elites groups 

and to the aesthetics of their products and actions. It is a peculiar aspect that PR discipline has been not 

viewed from that angle, and the plausible explanation is the domination of the initial interest for public 

recognition of the incorporated commercial societies. At the same time, government and central political 

leadership were equally interested in finding a flexible instrument of soft manipulation. It results that PR 

rose as discipline of public power and instrument of acquiring powerful positions of the privileged groups 

over marginal, weaker or non-differentiated (massified) society members. Since the late 1980s, a 

democratic shift is foreseen by the reputed scholar David Held who wrote in his first edition of the Models 

of Democracy (1987) that contemporary democracy faces a great polarization phenomenon. On the 

occasion of the publication of the second edition of the book, in 2006, Held draws attention to the fact 

that the new technologies of communication may contribute to more dispersion than public cohesion. By 

enhancing individual liberties they also impact negatively our emotional state:  

“Increased communication enhances the possibility of understanding, but it can also dramatically 

enhance an awareness of what we don’t like about other people. So communication alone doesn’t bring 

it one promise. It’s ambivalent, ambiguous in its consequences. At the end of the day, the challenge is to 

make something of this that enhances the quality of our lives. But human beings, especially in the 

twentieth-century, have certainly shown a dark capacity to not always bring out the best in each other” 

(http://www.polity.co.uk/modelsofdemocracy/interview.asp). 
 

Whether in light or dark capacity, the enhanced public participation via new media and social 

networks would diminish the capacity of powerful actors to dominate the scene and set the public 

agendas. The increased relational capacity of single citizens over the dominant discourses and ideologies 

of the interest groups (either commercial or political) exerts also a pressure upon the conception of PR 

as a vertical power tool. Of the two founders who expressed their positions against the public 

involvement, John Dewey and Edward Bernays, the current situation compels us to reconsider the non-

http://www.polity.co.uk/modelsofdemocracy/interview.as


elitist position of the first one. PR can no longer perform its ideological function of leading the public 

agenda. Like Popper, who talks about the “The Spell of Plato” over our political heritage in its work 

Open Society and Its Enemies (1962), we could also re-examine the spell of Bernays on modern PR. The 

public placement of the news is no longer the prerogative of the ruling classes or groups. The role of the 

cultural elites is replaced by the media and entertainment actors and industries.  

When studying the role of public relations in the early 1990s in Romania (first PR Agency is 

founded in 1992), the influence of the emergent popular culture is not enough considered, although a 

whole generation is born under this regime (the so-called PRO generation, whose name is given by the 

popular TV private channel – ProTV, opened in 1995). More intense than in the Western cultures, post-

communist countries manifest a marked taste for media and entertainment formats and artefacts. 

Romania, once split into three historical regions (Moldova, Wallachia and Transylvania), used to have a 

strong agricultural and rural dimension, as well as a very rich folklore. Due to the radical transition from 

a predominantly agricultural and rural country until mid-nineteen century to an intensively industrialised 

one after the rise of communism in the 1950s (from 1947 till 1989), the postmodern attributes of “popular 

culture” – an urban phenomenon of lower industrial classes – were inactive during the 1980s in Romania. 

The liberal industrialisation started after 1859 and continued in stages until the decline of the monarchy 

and of the liberal market, culminating with the Law 119 passed on 11 June 1948 for the State 

nationalisation of private industries (including the Radio-Broadcasting Company). Media and 

entertainment were the key industries of the communist propaganda. After 1989, the public life 

rediscovered “free” entertainment which soon became a fetish of the new generations. At the present 

time, the entertainment industry, one of the best indicators of the growth of popular products, shows 

signs of revival after a short decline. The growth of digital media and entertainment has been recently 

reported by PwC Global Entertainment and Media Outlook in the period of 2011-2015, thus the country 

ranking third within the Central and Eastern European region after Turkey and Russia (PwC, 2011). 

Entertainment, digital expression and fluid networking, all these phenomena created a source for new 

forms of public relations. Some of the effects of the popular culture and new technologies on public 

relations have already been discussed under new concepts, such as the “cyberspin” (Lordan, 2001). 
 

Public relations would be thereby defined as the discipline of aggregation of individual and 

groups’ fragmented voices and interests in order to reach a coherent line of action towards a common 

goal. It is close to the famous Bernaysian “consent” without the meaning of social “engineering”. 

 
Interdisciplinary paradigm: Public Relations and Cultural Studies 
 

The most coherent step to discuss the problematic of power in PR comes from the perspective of 

cultural studies, domain in which scholars entered via Gender and Feminist studies. Initially based on 

the preoccupation of Larisa Grunig to develop the issue of “women in public relations” (1988), it is 

extended today by her into the Feminist studies (2006) and also considered by other collective works 

(Ihlen, Van Ruler, Fredriksson, 2009). In her chapter published in the Handbook for Public Relations 



(Heath, 2001), Elisabeth Toth acknowledged the influence of the Feminist theory on public relations 

practice. For their part, in the chapter “On Feminist Theory of Public Relations. An Example from 

Dorothy E. Smith” (Ihlen et al., pp. 252-277), Lana Rakow and Diana Iulia Nastasia argue that it is still 

a debate to run on the feminist theories of public relations rather than on feminist positions for public 

relations. The approach interests us not only from the methodological point of view (research methods, 

valorisation of practice etc.), but also for the opportunity of remodeling the object of study in PR. If we 

roughly consider that our object of study is twofold: rational construction of public opinion (heritage of 

the political philosophy from early ‘20s of the last century) and building relationships based on mutual 

trust (heritage from organisational and social sciences of the ‘60s of the last century), we observe that 

subtle mutations occurred in both dimensions. 
 

On the one hand, as regards the rational construct of public opinion (long time supported by 

Habermasian’s views), many recent articles indicate the emotional and even irrational public stances in 

contemporary societies (cf. Castells, 2010). The social networks present a superior capacity of inducing 

viral impacts on emotions. Empirical studies in PR corporate research based on rational response of the 

public to organisations often ignore emotions and non-rational behaviours, which are considered harmful 

to healthy public relations. By this, numerous public positions are simply overlooked by the organisations 

or misinterpreted as deviations from the conventional relational norms (cf. a viewpoint at Berezin, 2002). 
 

From the realm of cultural studies, media studies (Kellner, 1995) are to a certain extent applied 

in PR (cf. the chapter “Media matters” in Moloney, 2006) and somehow the studies dedicated to urban 

life, museums and dramatic arts (IAMCR, 2012, p. 110), all of these being very closely related to cultural 

marketing. Integrated researching topics related to place (country) identity or branding were published 

in the last decade in connection to international public relations (Szondi, 2009) or previously in relation 

to political diplomacy (L’Etang, 1996). Most of these articles are still dissipated in various journals and 

reviews or Conference Proceedings, and have not created yet a mainstream line of research. Some Public 

Relations techniques would be ideally better explained by the angle of urban sociology applied to PR, 

such as the flash mobs or street dances, which are used to capture the attention of public in public 

awareness campaigns. 
 

Considered from this angle, public relations represent the discipline of institutionalising 

relationships and discourses that are commonly practiced in the society by mutual and tacit agreement. 

Interdisciplinary paradigm: Public Relations and Cultural History 
 

An important part of our public relations discipline is constituted by the depiction of the public 

places (loci publici), of the public actors as well as of the elements of the material culture and 

civilisations. The very existence of all these defined public micro-spheres is relevant for the appearance 

of subsequent relations. A landmark in the cultural history on the subject of public opinion is the work 

of Habermas (1996). 
 

Due to the lack of historical or epistemic evidence of Romanian public relations, an interesting 

chapter in the modern history of PR at the beginning of the 20th century is the depiction of the public 



life and presence of the merchants in the old capital city, Bucharest. In her book, Commerce and leisure 

in the old Bucharest, Lelia Zamani (2007) proposes a rediscovery of the old inns, hotels, pubs, taverns 

and restaurants, which represent the best entrance into the world of the commercial relationships of the 

époque. Most of the documents of the time are the testimonials that foreign travelers passing through 

Bucharest left in their letters or diaries. From those sources we know that all hotels allowed gambling 

although the games were banned in the rest of the country. We are also informed about the quality of the 

hotel management, as well as about the services, food and local products. Is this anecdotal angle 

exclusively important for cultural history? According to our view, all these foreign testimonials, 

including other material evidences like photographs or drawings of the urban scenes from the end of the 

19th century and early 20th century constitute not only a cultural patrimony, but also a heritage as regards 

the modern public sphere and early public relations in the country. 
 

Viewed from the angle of cultural history, Public Relations represent the genuine state of the art 

of the social participation of a certain social class or group. The definition will change, so we could 

define public relations as the discipline of exchanging cultural values and lifestyles with the purpose of 

acquiring the mutual recognition of the public presence of defined parties or entities in certain contexts 

and époques. 

Final remarks 
 

Public relations is not a single (organisational) discipline, but composed by a diversity of social 

and cultural disciplines. Public relations discipline has the structure of a palimpsest in which various 

texts and discourses co-exist more in difference than similarity. The object of study, which is public 

opinion and public engagement of relations, is constructed at the intersections of many social and human 

sciences. Therefore the field of public relations represents a new science whose boundaries change 

continuously. Public relations should not only progress in terms of new concepts and methodologies, but 

should also be emancipated from the constrained field of business and corporations. That public relations 

practice will continue to serve organisations, it is self-evident. The scientific boundaries should however 

exceed the core-practice in order to stimulate more complexity and interdisciplinary reflections in the 

field. The discipline should capitalise on the value of creative tensions at its boundaries. 
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Digital Publics and Stakeholders. Theoretical Perspectives on the Notion of 

Publics1 

 

Abstract/Résumé. — The decline of the public man of the industrial era and the raise of the 

digital communities engage publics in new forms of expression by forming and framing 

networks that replace political communities. Our identity has changed as far as the public man 

is falling apart in this liquid era, leaving its structured power to dissipated voices of the 

interactive media. Networking became a political way of being. Publics’ classification differs 

according to their multiple usages, to their responses and overt behaviours to social stimuli, as 

well as on the context and situations of interaction. We intend in this essay to define digital 

publics or audiences as popular and to draw a theoretical perspective on their characteristics 

and behavior.  

Key words /Mots clefs. — digital publics, public sphere, public relations, stakeholders, 

conversational publics, non-publics.  

 

Rationale 

The perspectives on new media, being theoretical, empirical or simply pragmatic, are not only 

divergent but somewhat conflicting. If tackled from the marketing perspective, new media are 

powerful competitive tools and their audiences or publics, which we call «digital», are treated 

either as evangelists or as detractors. As for their social profile, digital publics are rebel, 

anarchic, dispersed thus unknown until they express themselves. If seen from the esthetical 

perspective, new media develop new epic expression, and their digital publics become 

storytellers and, thus, creators of a particular symbolism of our daily life.  If analysed from the 

economic perspective, they are defined as prosumers, since they autonomously produce and 

consume the public information. All these public stances are far from being formalized in the 

theoretical approaches of public relations or in a comprehensive theory of publics. We aim at 

identifying and describe typical aspects of the digital publics, analyse these publics in terms of  

profiles, functions, and roles, consider these publics’ position in the communication 

(conversational) process and look for generic dispositions (if not categories) of digital publics 

engaged in public relations.  The premise of our scrutiny is that situational theory of public 

                                                
1 Paper presented at the International Colloquia A la recherché des publics populaires, premier volet, Université 

Nancy 2, Nancy, 20th – 21st of October 2011. Presented earlier in an incipient version as „Digital publics and 

public relations: critical views”, at the EUPRERA Spring symposium 2011, Lisbon. First published in Jamil 

Dakhlia (coord.), À la recherche des publics populaires/“Looking for Popular Publics”, Ist ed, Questions de 

communication, series actes 26, Presses Universitaires de Nancy (PUN). 
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relations has little relevance for the actual mode of creating the public sphere by the digital 

publics. As for the methodology, the theoretical views are interdisciplinary but concentrated 

on common references in communication sciences. On the other hand, the actual analysis of 

the categories of publics is not the experimental result of any metrics applied to online users, 

as it is often the case.  

 

Our aim is to elaborate a meta-description of the functions, roles and aims based on secondary 

sources, namely on the reflective type of professionals’ literature produced by the consultants 

for online marketing and corporate public relations, whose external position to the process 

and facts allowed us to see the whole picture and not just small pieces in disorder of the 

digital puzzle. Nevertheless we are conscious that the bias still exists and some of these 

consultant works are not more than just «popular» literature concerned with the evolution of 

various digital audiences, and it does not represent a scientific corpus.    

 

Context and frameworks 

The decline of the civil society of the industrial era and the raise of the local communities 

opposed to the nation-State engage publics in new forms of expressing their interests and 

opinion, by forming (and framing) multiple flexible networks (Van Dijk, 2006). If we follow 

certain sociological consideration on the evolution of the public sphere, it seems that our 

identity has changed. The public man is falling apart in this liquid era (Bauman, 2007a) 

leaving its structured power to dissipated voices in the internet. Networking becomes a 

political way of being (Castells, 2010). Compared to mainstream citizens, e-publics are 

defined according to their practices and internet usage : they act as congregations, practicing 

various forms of civil evangelism (e.g. through blogging), as producers and consumers of 

goods, therefore prosumers in the economy of web collaboration or wikinomics, as individual 

voices representing local views and often as anti-global militants (organised in e-communes).  

 

Traditionally, we base our concept of public relations on the concept of open and critical 

societies, being the concept of Jürgen Habermas, K. L. Popper, or proposed by postmodernists 

like Gianni Vattimo who define the contemporary social order as «transparent». The very 

concept of managing public relations stands in a set of presuppositions about the detectable 

condition of the issues and the programmable condition of the public in this open, controllable 

environment, thus on the predefined position of the public sphere, which has an objective 

existence to be researched, planned and measured against distinct criteria. In opposition to 
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that belief, the digital sphere could be defined as unlimited but not entirely open, nor more 

democratic if compared to the conventional territories ; its e-citizens are more inclined to 

express their opinion much more in form of beliefs and less by critical arguments. The 

cognitivist approach of managing public communication seems to be dethroned by a 

relativistic one, which gives exclusive importance to the free expression of the local values of 

these virtual communities (or tribes). Any anthropological study of these social media would 

reveal complex ritual-like communications, for which public relations have less instruments 

of programming, and no single instruments of measuring the impact (except testimonials or 

narrative evaluation). Public relations become storytelling (Salmon, 2008), publics themselves 

are fictive characters in a plot. Narrations and narrators seem to substitute messages and 

emitting actors. Facts and news have been replaced by sensorial experiences and anecdotes. 

Even the situational theory of publics (Grunig, 1992), one of the most unchallenged theory of 

publics so far, seems to be inoperative in the digital context, where publics are sensitive to 

any type of signals as long as it is raised by one of their peers. Public classification also 

differs from the issue-based models. According to some experimental attempts to define the 

active consumers through buzz channels, we learn that active buzz publics can be categorized 

as Alphas (informed, attentive and innovative persons, as well as influencers) and Bees (rapid 

adopters and connecters) : «bees are your broadcast platform» (Salzman et al., 2003 : 51). 

Speculating on the classical model of the diffusion of innovation by Everett Rogers (1962, 

2003), the same authors imagine a buzz continuum through which publics are defined 

according to their connection speed as follows : Lunatic Fringe (2%), Alphas (8%), Bees 

(20%), Mainstream (50%), Laggards (20%) (ibid. : 49).  As for the process itself, other 

authors choose theoretical approaches, calling a distinctive logic of new media characterized 

by «transparent immediacy» (Lagerkvist, 2009 : 7, with reference to Bolter and Grusin, 1999). 

The effect of identification seems to be similar to those produced by computer games, an 

emotional identification between the medium and the user, which makes the medium itself an 

interactive user and the audience a producer of sense. Such a model challenges the very 

concept of symmetry connected to the excellence theory of public relations (Grunig, 1992), 

since the immediacy represents a spatial representation of the self and it is irrelevant to the 

power engaged in the communication process.  

 

On the other hand, new media are seen as a new source of power, especially by the marketing 

gurus, who consider the speed of propagated information (e.g. the twittering speed) the most 

fearful instrument for competitors (Comm & Burge, 2009).  The messages are «tweets» and 
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they look like signals more than news. The publics become interconnected in myriapod 

configurations and the twitter posts are measured by the influence exerted by the influencers 

over the followers. A public defined in terms of followers acts more like a congregation, 

expressing faith more than critical reasoning in the Habermasian public sphere. The process is 

described as an endless conversation (similar however to the fuzzy logic of the children’ 

dialogue) : «Don’t worry about writing something silly – remember, tweets can be deleted too 

– but focus on making them entertaining, interesting, and fun.» (ibid. : 214). On the contrary, 

the influencers create content with the intended aim of changing opinions. They are subject to 

measurements and hierarchies, and various techniques in computing sciences aim at 

identifying the most influential users. As an example, we choose to cite the study of Bigonha 

et al. (2010) : for their study on the optimal detection of evangelists and detractors on Twitter, 

the authors worked with a dataset of 14,127 tweets from 12,069 users tweets regarding 13 

different soda brands, posted by Brazilian users between August 2009 and September 2009, 

out if which they identify 17 influencers. The researchers’ aim was to propose a new 

measurement technique for ranking the most influential users in Twitter, «based on a 

combination of the user position in the network topology, the polarity of her opinions and the 

textual quality of her tweets.» (ibid.). Their metrical study also demonstrated that the 

interactions of users, such as mentions, replies, re-tweets, attributions, was a better 

representation of her influence than her connections (follower, following). Other qualitative 

research on the matter such as the analysis of Charlotte Brownlow and Lindsay O’Dell 

(2002), which focuses on the ethical and power related issues of the research on the online 

forums of autistic persons, reveal the equal treatment of the online communities, more 

inclined to horizontal (non-selective) exchange with all connected participants, including the 

researcher, once the informed consent is obtained : «The nature of online discussion groups 

means that they can consist of a wide range of people offering several discourses surrounding a topic.  

Discourses that can be accessed range from ‘expert’/professional knowledge, to experiences of family 

members and those directly affected. Online discussion groups  may therefore provide an alternative 

pool of language resources from which to draw identities. » (17)  If we were to quote only these two 

different approaches, applicable on two different online practices (signal based like twitter vs. dialogic 

or narrative forms like forums, blogs or the most recent Facebook), we would find that a 

comprehensive method of analysis cannot detect the irregularities of so many forms of online 

connectivity.  

 

Public spheres and popular publics 
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«The rise of communalism in its different forms weakens the principle of political sharing on 

which democratic politics is based.» (Castells, 2010 : 367). Informational politics, the concept 

launched by Castells to describe the dissolution of the political sphere into an undetermined 

media sphere, engage citizens in a different use of public power and deepen the crisis of the 

contemporary (liberal) democracy (cf. Held, 1987; Boltanski & Chiapello, 2011). The change 

is so radical that the very concept of citizenship is radically challenged for being too close to 

the notion of State as a political community. Media politics undermine the politics and 

transform the formation of public opinion.  

 

By intellectual tradition, we define publics as the core concepts of public relations. 

Definitively the most sensible definition had been formulated by John Dewey in 1927 (cf. 

Dewey, 2010), who is underlying the democratic vocation of publics : publics are the third 

parties, those having no stake in dispute but engaged in monitoring and controlling the public 

issues. By this definition, the publics are the watch dogs of the political community helping in 

the process of governance (they act indeed as a third party between the administrators and the 

interest groups). On the other hand, mass-media do not engage publics but «audiences», a 

term that by its etymology2 refers to listeners or auditors and not to active groups dealing 

with issues and problems. This contemplative state is also specific to conversational or epic 

characters (e.g. the classic conversational stance in the Arab stories of Thousand and One 

Nights) in which characters evolve and acquire a higher moral condition through moral 

reflection and conversation. In opposition, the acting deliberative state remains specific to 

both publics and consumers, the first category being interested in the ratification of the 

political common issues, while the second one  include people  concerned with their own 

well-being.  

 

Are there media publics, and from all, are digital media concerned with issue publics or to 

popular audiences ? From all we know (Castells, 2010) media cultures dilute both the public 

sphere and the public man (cf. R. Sennett in his «Fall of Public Man», 1978). Do digital media 

(compared to traditional media) recover and empower publics ?  We should examine first 

what define publics before admitting any new return of the public  into the public life : 

1. During the Greek and Roman Antiquity the publics had been defined by their class, 

status and privileges ; from the first Roman royal regimes the city defends the liberties 

                                                
2 lat. audientia,ae = listening; lat. audio,-ire = to hear; to listen; to find out; to have been nominated, to have 

acquired a (good) reputation; lat. audītor, ōris = listener, auditor, disciple. 
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of its free citizens, the civic power is due to the paternal line of descendants 

(organized in gents) and the free men act on behalf of their organization in «curies» 

(men’s gatherings) ; during the Republic, the foundation of the rule of magistrates 

consolidate the civic participation, the mandate of the consuls being limited, and the 

role of tribunes (defendants of plebeian groups) being sacrosanct. The 300 (to later 

900) members of the Senate rule over the domestic life.  

2. The Middle Age and the Renaissance consolidate class element and add the moral 

divide between people, making the religious virtue the equivalent of the public power. 

3. The Enlightenment period is for the first time introducing a philosophy of the natural 

causes and rights, ending by promoting the social contract and the doctrine of 

universal rights and liberties.  

4. Early industrial life is by the force of commercial and industrial congregations.  The 

written press, from its early manifestation press, stimulate the development of an 

intellectual audiences emancipated from those of urban spectators in the public places 

such as the streets and the squares (plazas) of pre-modern times.  

5. Modern industrial times raised the ideal of media control over the politics (cf. movies 

about the media mission like «Citizen Kane» in 1941 or more recently «Good night 

and good luck» in 2008, as examples of the media power over the political 

communities) and eventually the media politics as such. Concomitantly the 

corporation roles increase with media control.    

 

Where is the role of the public in all these époques ? Sometimes its presence is revealed 

by its class obligations, sometimes by the interests and motifs, or by the need of engaging 

in power positions. Its public qualities were ever external to its individual nature, as public 

response ever differed by the personal response to the facts of life. Publics had been 

defined by their rational states and by their political stakes. Whenever irrational, publics 

became crowd, mob, mass, indistinct mix of people, mood, and distress. Therefore, we 

carefully distinguish mass communication from public communication, not only in terms 

of interaction (unilateral vs. bilateral, asymmetric vs. symmetrical) but also as concerns 

the quality of the public opinion. Popular publics are therefore defined as hybrid groups 

manifesting mob features (such as fanaticism or fundamentalism) as well as public 

features (such as the rational capacity of political acting so to express power).  

 

Digital networks as popular publics 
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 According to the authors of Wikinomics (Tapscott & Williams, 2010) digital networks are 

not necessarily defined as  popular groups, but elites, self-defined not by class heritage or 

selection, but through a social self-selection based on interests and public performance. At 

the same time, the authors consider that digital networks are collaborative by nature 

(therefore not exclusivist groups), not segregated by status or merit, opposed therefore to 

the nature of the modern democratic sphere that is meritocratic and exclusive. It is a 

contradictory presentation, once again depicting the hybrid nature of the e-publics who 

seem to be marked by «unstructured structures». Not interested in copyright and 

protection of the intellectual property, the digital networks are fascinated by the collective 

work in itself, like «bees» (metaphor of the buzz conceivers, cf. Salzman et al., 2003 : 

chapter 2 et passim). The term buzz connected to the form of communication of these 

publics is not a poetic license ; it is an accurate description of their collaborative nature. 

Does it have more value than individual intellectual property ? The «flat» world (cf. 

Friedman, 2006)   has more communicative substance than the hierarchical world ?  Is this 

buzz productive or a simple matter of «noise» (in the classic theories of language, we 

distinguish meaningful signals from the noise accidentally or deliberately produced by the 

channel) ?    

 

From the linguistic point of view, the buzz is not more than noise or the activation of the 

phatic function of the language in the best case (the communicators verify the availability 

of each other as well as the quality of connection through of the channel). A great amount 

of comments in the blogging and microblogging sphere is indeed not else than noise. On 

the other hand, there are instruments like twittering or short messaging (SMS or MMS) 

often cited as the most effective engagement tools (Comm & Burge, 2009 : 91 et passim). 

Used as marketing instruments or for general economic purpose, the networks became 

profitable for branding and marketing communication (Lindstrom et al., 2002). Most of us 

would have the perception of digital publics as clubs or entertainment groups.  On the 

contrary they have a clear pragmatic direction : the information economy equal with 

informational politics.  

 

Towards a typology of popular e-publics  

 

Being called by Lindstrom «communities» and not defined by external (experimental) 

variables and attributes, the digital publics cannot be segmented nor analysed in a uniform 
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approach. These publics are singular, unstable, unpredictable and circumstantial. Some forms 

of digital communities emerge from a number of different sources, not necessarily scientific 

by nature or intent. The classification very much depends on the experience of the authors and 

on the quality of the analysis – some are more trivial than others, most of the works being 

done by consultants who often neglect the scientific grounds and aim at the vulgarization of 

practice for practitioners and the uninformed public : 

1. The «prosumers» or the digital producers & consumers: publics that produce 

information per se or to sustain information industries (like IBM or Intel, cf. Tapscott 

& Williams, 2006). These are the most active and motivated publics, probably the 

only actual publics in the digital sphere. The appearance of a collective type of work 

should not deceive the annalist. The prosumers represent he ultimate bastion of the 

liberal capitalism disguised in social forms.   

2. The buzz creators (the «alphas» and the «bees»): conversational publics whose role is 

to create an atmosphere and to initiate relationships (cf Salzman et al., 2003 : 56-57 et 

passim). 

3. The twitters and the respective followers (on tweets): conversational publics whose 

role is to respond and create reputation; probably one of the most effective form of 

digital endorsement; also subcategorized in «top fans», «promoters» or «evangelists» 

(Comm  & Burge, 2003 : 125).    

4. The blogger and the blog «visitors»: commentators of news defined by the 

newsworthy character of their visit (significant in business blogging): «The Barber» 

(sharer of collective wisdom, outsider to the company). Former classification belongs 

to Jeremy Wright (2006):  «The Blacksmith» (inside analyser of the company); «The 

Bridge» (a communicator par excellence, including the public relations person); «The 

Window» (a framing commentator of issues on both sides, inside and outside 

company); «The Signpost» (an erratic commentators who indicates more than shares); 

«The Pub» (the discussant).   

5. the activists (or the media publics as they presence is connected to pseudo-events and 

large media coverage) : pseudo political publics who engage themselves in public 

issues (typical for NGOs and political campaigning, similar to electoral publics of 

cheerers and jeerers in the American model of political marketing : «Cheerers and 

jeerers are on stage to provide the chance for interesting footage» (Castells, 2010 : 

374). Active in grass roots campaigns, digital media networks are easy to manipulate 

and often digital publics play the role of influencers and propagandists as described in 
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the early works of Edward Bernays (Propaganda, 1928 ; cf. Jacques Ellul, 

Propagandes, 1990).  

6. Non-publics (traffic users): commentators with no conversational stake (whose 

presence is inconceivable in classic tales and stories or conventional storytelling) like 

drive-by visitors in blogging. They normally count as traffic users whose amplitude is 

measured in public relations. Paradoxically we analyse them as active publics in 

longitudinal studies and measure the increased power of the digital influence based on 

their public weight not on the relevance of their contribution. As a matter of fact, due 

to the decline of the representative publics, the public relevance of the issue becomes 

less and less important compared to the public opportunities to speak (often on 

irrelevant matters). This is why the bloggers themselves tend to be cautions while 

celebrating the high traffic as the sole value of their news and disregard the mass 

conception that values the traffic measurement in abstracto, not connected to the 

specific content : «However, traffic doesn’t matter all that much, because if you’re 

building a valuable conversation, it doesn’t really matter if it’s with 2 people or 200. 

Also, the number [italics in orig.] of visitors doesn’t matter as much as the quality 

[italics in orig.] of those visits, how influential visitors are, and how much they 

contribute to the conversation and to your company. » (Wright, 2006 : 243).  

7. «I» publics: specific to large networks of friends like MySpace, Facebook, or 

LinkedIn, or to individual (non-corporate) bloggers, these publics focus on defining  

and promoting their own profile, writing for massive audiences, solitary people 

sharing the illusion of being heard by vast populations in the virtual space.  They often 

start raising an important issue, attract groups of «friends» for a short interval, 

sometimes they stagnate lacking the capacity for long lasting debate : «fatigue is one 

of the biggest dangers for a mature blog…» (Comm & Burge, 2009 : 169). Friendship 

is a peculiar term to us, since the psychological term is used to define affectionate 

inclination to someone alike. They are however active publics, not to confuse with 

apathetic publics in Grunig’s definition, sometimes used in online advertising to 

commence a publicity talk or in negative public relations to attack a competitor. The 

behaviour of these writers is different, most «I» or ego centred publics being subject of 

renewal by other social means, like twittering, which is suggested as a tool for 

countering the menace of loneliness in blogging. «I» publics can be also independent 

bloggers not interesting in sharing ideas or engage in conversation but in pointing out 
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aspects of interest (called the «Signpost» by Jeremy Wright (2006 : 94) or (rarely) 

deviant persons. 

 

As a preliminary remark, we may note that all denominations correspond to different social 

networks or to different observers of the phenomenon. In public relations, we do not detect an 

effort to define the new categories of online communities as publics. One of the most 

prominent figure of the discipline, James Grunig, appreciate that digital communication does 

not have a paradigmatic impact on the situational theory of the publics : «From a theoretical 

perspective, in addition, I do  not believe digital media change the public  relations theory 

needed to guide practice,  especially our generic principles of public  relations. Rather, the 

new media facilitate the application of the principles and, in the future, will make it difficult 

for practitioners around the world not to use the principles. » (Grunig, 2009 : 3). On the other 

hand, the anglo-american literature of public relations does not refer to the notion of «popular 

publics». Most of the ethnographic studies are concerned with the profiles of the online users 

and less interested in the nature of the public relations processes. As regards the techniques of 

communication, word-of-mouth remains the core aptitude of digital communities. Classic 

models such as Katz and Lazarsfeld theory regarding the two step flow of communication and 

the role of the opinion leaders validate the strategic role of oral and interpersonal 

communication in all actions engaging opinion leaders (apud Kapferer, 2002 : 101). One 

question is still not answered: are online commentators effective opinion leaders in 

circumstances similar to conventional practices ? These collaborative flat communities seem 

to be neutral and not engaging in any vertical exercise of power (in which the public sphere is 

stratified), they presents a layer of informal and credible influencers whose distinct role is to 

penetrate other strata of publics.  

 

The scope of our discussion is to examine to what extent these publics correspond or not to 

the organisational paradigm in public relations. It is evident that these publics are not linked 

to any forms of organization, they escape from any organizational enclosure, therefore their 

presence is contradicting with the organizational paradigms that conceive publics and public 

relations in connections to organizations and organized groups. 

 

Discussion 

In their chapter on «The Development of a Structuration Analysis of New Publics in an 

Electronic Environment», Cozier and Witmer (in Heath, 2001 : 615-623) attempt to redefine 
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publics away from the situational theory of publics consecrated by Grunig et al. in precedent 

collective studies (cf. Grunig & Repper in Grunig, 1992 : 117-150). They discover some 

theoretical limitations concerning the organisational roles of publics, among which : 1) the 

views on organizations and its publics as discrete bounded entities (instead of conceiving a 

«recursive relationship between them» ; 2) the definition of the public as issue or problem-

centered, neglecting the communicative processes in which people engage (like shared or re-

creation of experiences) as well as the proper segmentation of publics; thirdly, there is little 

consideration to the factors that «influence the development of a public’s dominant 

ideological stance.» (Heath, 2001 : 617). In response to the situational theory, the two authors 

propose a «structuration approach» (based on Anthony Giddens’ sociological views on the 

logic of social actions), and advance the notion of «disembedding mechanisms» to define web 

publics (especially newsgroups) : «A Usenet newsgroup, for example, can take the form of 

disembedding mechanism as participants dissembled local practices from external 

organisations and from online interactions and re-embed them within the context of the 

newsgroup postings.» (Heath, 2001 : 620). The arguments of the authors support the idea of 

group dynamism and versatility and accentuate the reflexive role of the publics (which has not 

been denied by Grunig either in his consideration about digitalisation). Moreover, it becomes 

more explicit in terms of actors’ motivation «[…] that explicates a new public’s motivational 

context and meaning constitution; its communicative nature; and its production, reproduction, 

and transformation.» (ibid.). 

 

Despite the validity of this structuration and motivational correlated model, the approach 

remains rational and based on social logic, while most of the actions of digital publics are 

irregular and unpredictable, to such an extent that we ought to review the opinion formation 

cycle and wonder if programming issues addressed to the erratic presence of popular publics 

is still a realistic goal of public relations.  Although we fully agree to move away from the 

mass communication theories and disregard generic issues in defining the new publics, a new 

modelling of digital publics based on logic and rational (even ideological) stance is not 

changing the paradigm. Situational or structural, the two theories share the same epistemic 

ground.  Any rational modelling of the digital publics will neglect the actual experiences of 

these publics. Digital publics, as all popular publics, act emotionally more than rationally, 

they relate to each other more than informing each other and their strategy of influencing is 

based on applying the pressure of the network instead of using discursive (motivational) 

techniques. Moreover, we cannot comprehend by a single model the array of publics and 
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experiences engaged through social media. We have seen from the previous inventory of 

denominations and categories that each community engage different publics with different 

member denomination, and the logic of each community seems to be consequently different 

from others. The hypothesis on disembedded publics merits a different demonstration to be 

confirmed.  It should be developed in a multi-approach theory, since a single meta-model is 

insufficient to capture the distinctiveness expressed by these multiform groups.  

 

Developing theoretical models in public relations is not an easy mission. The theoretical 

limitations in analysing the models of the persuasive communication industries like 

advertising, marketing or public relations have been raised by other authors. In his chapter on 

«Science, public relations and the media», Vincent Campbell states that «these domains 

remain dominated by highly simplistic and mechanistic approaches to the construction of 

persuasive communication campaigns» and part of the problem «lies in the gap between 

scientific processes of knowledge construction and everyday processes of knowledge 

construction.» (in L’Etang & Piecza, 2006 : 213).  This gap is even more severe in the process 

of understanding new media and digital publics, as they are defined exclusively according to 

day-by-day practices. In this case, generalising their practices by means of single interpretive 

model would be also against people’s wish for authenticity. .  

        

Our proposal is definitively in favour of a personalised approach, aiming at integrating and 

responding to distinct experiences of each community. The optimal perspective is more 

anthropological than managerial or organisational, oriented towards capturing the discussion 

themes around various forms of public engagement (as expressed by the public themselves) 

and applying the communities’ specific protocols in communication (contrary to the centrality 

of the persuasive models which remain limited in their multi-relational scope of action). There 

is no single model of defining digital publics (who continue to proliferate in number and 

experiences), consequently there is no dominant strategy in e-PR. If conventional public 

relations may be well based on discourse legitimacy, electronic public relations should be 

more concerned about challenged identities. The content of the message (or discourse) is no 

longer the focus of digital communication. The expression of self in the electronic public 

sphere becomes crucial. This is why the most relevant applications for revealing the publics’ 

presence in their virtual word are based on Goffman’s theory of the expression of Self in 

everyday life (or make use of lateral models from the interpersonal psychology, like 

transactional analysis).  The most relevant change in public relation is the move from an 
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impersonal, interest based or issue based public sphere to a personal (network based) open 

sphere.  
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Using benchmarking to evaluate public relations 
effectiveness through social media1 

 

 

Rationale 

 

The raise of the network societies does not substitute our social 

need for hierarchies, or the need for economic exchange (despite 

its relative morality). The world “public” applied to the 

“network” (sphere or society) is meaningless, due to the 

desegregation of communities and formal groups that 

traditionally define all forms of public participation (cf. Castells 

2010). As Castells notes (2010: 367): “The rise of 

communalism, in its different forms, weakens the principle of 

political sharing on which democratic politics is based”. 

Informational politics, the concept launched by Castells to 

describe the dissolution of the political sphere into an 

undetermined media sphere, engage citizens in a different use of 

public power and deepen the crisis of the contemporary 

democracy. As far as public relations are concerned, their 

position is encumbered by the presence of numerous public 

codes (economic, moral, linguistic, cultural, communitarian, 

                                                             
1 Paper realized in co-authorship with Andra-Larisa Zaharia (online Public 

Relations practitioner) and Raluca Moise (PhD, teaching lecturer at the 

Department of Communication Sciences). Presented at the EUPRERA 

Congress 2013, Blanquerna School of Communication and International 

Relations, Ramon Llull University Barcelona, 4th of October 2013. 



inter-personal), being therefore subject of perpetual 

transformation. In this context, the discipline no longer applies 

to a linear process of communication, being transformed into a 

multi-channel and multi-agent risk communication (networks, 

communities, platforms). 

Integrating social media in the corporate life seems to have 

relaxed the work climate, but communication duties become 

more complicated than ever. As an example, the Deloitte Report 

from 2009, dedicated to the analysis of the reputational risks at 

the workplace, pointed to the fact that using social media might 

cause numerous ethical pressures and reputational issues. The 

public relations specialist’s role changed from an éminence grise 

(grey eminence) to a business consultant who becomes 

accountable for the financial performance of his/her 

organisation. This change is not only reflected in the closer 

participation of public relations specialists to decisions of 

marketing departments, but also in the fact that, being business 

strategists, they use their ability to connect business and 

communication objectives. 

The development of online communication platforms generated 

an impressive and uncontrolled amount of information. In order 

to respond to this challenge, the public relations corporate 

functions had been used to adapt to the new modes of 

communicating. Many professionals have drawn attention to the 



fact that public relations specialists have not reacted promptly 

enough to the challenges of online communications therefore 

they reached an impasse in 2009, which was quickly overcome 

in 2010 (European Media Landscape Report, 2011). 

Incorporating technical details about how search engines, 

blogging and microblogging platforms, webdesign and 

optimizations work, and acquire knowledge on the online 

monitoring instruments represent new requirements for public 

relations specialists. This conversational competence is 

conditional for managing the overwhelming user generated 

content that surpasses the media content created by public 

relations people. 

The objective of this paper is to apply and convene upon a set of 

performance indicators to evaluate the best use of online media 

for public relations campaigns, so as to identify what factors 

contribute to improving the organisational capacity of 

companies to alleviate risks and risk communication through 

social media. The corpus of data was collected through an 

analysis of eight online campaigns of national scale conducted 

between 2009 and 2011. The cases had been selected against the 

following criteria: degree of integration of social media specific 

channels; coherent, identifiable strategy that was aligned to the 

general organisational strategy; high visibility in the national 

online sphere; having involved influencers form this area; 



having set records in online coverage in the national context; 

having proved to be creative in building and implementing 

online campaigns; acting interdisciplinary in their conception 

and strategy; having obtained quantifiable reactions from the 

targeted public; having been recognised successful campaigns 

by the public relations practitioners’ body; having consolidated 

the company’s reputation by implementing specific campaigns. 

 

The authors applied functional benchmarking as a process and 

method to achieve a comparative picture of the corporate 

conversational competence in dealing with critical issues. An 

assessment grid was conceived and operationalized in order to 

select the comparable processes. This grid included both 

quantitative indicators (number of social media indications, 

quantity of user generated content, traffic data, etc.), as well as 

qualitative indicators to measure: the degree of innovation in 

public relations processes (strategic vision, complexity of 

tactics, the influence of involved entities, the pertinence of 

channels), the contribution to increasing organisational visibility 

(reach, media coverage and media performance, post-campaign 

public audits, etc.), and also the reputational strengths of the 

company (brand equities, level of public trust and publics‟ 

closeness to organisation, etc.). 

 



The benchmarking method 

The reason for choosing the benchmarking method, which is 

usually used to analyse project management results and 

performance, is due to the fact that all of the online campaigns 

which we have examined were initially created as company 

projects, confined to a certain period of time and with clearly 

defined objectives. We also considered benchmarking as one of 

the methods we would recommend to evaluate public relations 

campaigns, not only because qualitative and quantitative results 

can be mapped out, but also for its application in analysing 

holistic processes, in the examination of involved parties and 

relevant factors, as well as for its effects on the continuous 

adjustments of the organisational strategies according to the 

publics’ inputs. Just as Dennis Bromley considered, we think 

also that benchmarking is defined as a surveyor’s mark 

indicating a point of reference for levelling (Dennis Bromley, 

2002) and we are confident in this method’s utility, as 

„benchmarking involved the process analysis, not just the 

results, identifying disparities between the obtained and the 

predicted performance, and offering information concerning the 

way these inequalities can be eliminated, after analysing the 

processes” (Marinescu, 2007: 195). James Arrowsmith, Keith 

Sisson and Paul Marginson (2004) propose a classification of the 

diachronic usage of using various types of benchmarking by 



companies. They consider that benchmarking has been 

developed in four stages: „Comparative statistical activity‟, 

„Competitive benchmarking‟, „Generic benchmarking‟ and 

„Strategic benchmarking‟. The authors consider that this 

particular last stage emerged in the 1990s, closely linked to the 

concept of learning organisations and ”focuses on the more 

qualitative driving forces behind successful organizations, 

including leadership, core competencies and the management of 

change.” (pp. 312-313).  

In the present paper, we are interested in applying this form of 

strategic benchmarking, because public relations campaigns can 

be analysed as an organisational learning processes. It is 

important to clarify at this point the purpose of using 

benchmarking in our research project. In a traditional way, as we 

have already stated, the performance benchmarking has been 

used by organisations to evaluate their overall performance; by 

applying this type of benchmarking on public relations 

campaigns, we actually analyse the impact of these campaigns 

on organisational reputation. At this point, we are aware of the 

fact that, just as Dennis Bromley stated, „the concept of a 

reputational benchmark is metaphorical. It implies setting up a 

standard (ideal or average) reputation against which other 

reputations are compared.” (Dennis Bromley, 2002: 37). 

Our objectives correlated to the use of the benchmarking method 



are the following:  

1. Identifying common processes in the conception and 

implementation of the eight selected online public 

relations campaigns. 

2. Determining the degree of accomplishment of the 

planned outcomes. 

 

3. Evaluating the impact of these in terms of visibility, 

reputation and efficacy. 

4. Defining the methods of measuring the impact, aspect 

which we consider essential for the evolution of online 

public relations. 

5. Identifying the  level  of  maturity  of  online  public  

relations practice in Romania. 

While implementing this method we ran across some obstacles 

pertaining to the incipient stage of online public relations. We 

must also consider that the degree of innovation and constant 

change in the online communication field will always generate 

new challenges, a reason why we emphasized in this project the 

need for continuous monitoring and analysis of online public 

relations campaigns. 

Using online media for PR 

In order to get an insight from the communicators, we used the 

Digital Marketing Report 2011, prepared by Evensys, a 



specialised company in public relations, marketing, advertising 

and communication events. In this study, 19 online 

communication specialists were questioned about the yearly 

trends in their professional field. The unanimous opinion was 

that in the years to come the campaigns will certainly have an 

online component and clients will start to ask for more specific 

evaluation reports, as they will require measuring the 

effectiveness of these campaigns. The cited specialists also 

referred to the qualitative evolution of online campaigns and the 

involvement in social dialogue, which is meant to consolidate 

the organisational reputation. Another revealed tendency was 

the qualitative improvement of the content generated by 

communication specialists, on behalf of organisations, to which 

we can add „social media’s transition from ”hype/buzz” to a 

performance based environment” (p. 5), as Marius Fanache, 

Managing Partnet la Media Cafe, states. The study mentions 

which are the most visible brands in the online Romanian 

environment, as follows: Dacia, BCR, eMag, Ursus, Borsec, 

Petrom, Pro TV, Dorna, BRD and Rum Chocolate (Ciocolata cu 

Rom). The same report offers findings about the number and the 

profiles of research agencies and companies as well as of the 

online advertising and publishing networks. In Romania there 

are 16 publishers and 54 digital agencies, to which we can add 

numerous programming and online research companies, as well 



as other firms which work in the online environment. We can 

conclude that the community of online communication 

practitioners is quite large, a situation that implies a high degree 

of competitiveness and a demand for an increased qualitative 

performance. In order to get a better image of the Romanian 

public relations practitioners, we have also used data from the 

Public Relations Report 2011 (PR Forum Report, 2011) made 

by Evensys. Managers of the most important public relations 

agencies in the country expressed a series of opinions that all 

converge to the same main idea: the fact that „in 2011 we will 

see a more powerful integration of PR with other 

communication disciplines and with marketing” (p. 5), and the 

fact that ”the emphasis falls on the quality of corporate 

communication campaigns that involve reputation 

management” (p. 6), integrating offline communication with the 

online one or the ”digitalisation”, as Hortensia Năstase, 

Managing Partner GollinHarris Bucharest, called it. Sorina 

Savu, Senior Partner at Premium Communication, summs up all 

of these elements and identifies a main element in the 

Romanian’s public relations specialists‟ perspectives: „Social 

media can be a great opportunity for PR, the only discipline 

concerned with two-way communication, with dialogue. The 

ball is in our court.” (p. 7) 

Selected campaigns and benchmarks 



The following campaigns have been analysed: „Life in 3” (”Life 

in 3”) of Romtelecom company, „Rediscover Romania” 

(”Rediscover Romania”) of Petrom corporation, „The Money 

School” of Romanian Commercial Bank (BCR), ”Real 

Football” and ”Metropotam Interbelic” of Timișoreana brand 

beer, ”UEFA Champions League” of Heineken brand beer, „The 

LH5000 TV launch of LG Romania” and “The LED 3D TV 

launch” (”Lansarea televizorului LED 3D”) by Samsung. The 

strategies of these campaigns were very diverse. „Life in 3” 

(”Life in 3”) was created as campaign meant to integrate 

Romtelecom amidst its young public, „Rediscover Romania” 

(”Rediscover Romania”) was meant to revive Romanians‟ 

interest for internal tourism and consolidate Petrom’s image, 

„Money School” was launched as a financial education program 

for BCR‟s public, „Real Football” (”True Football”) and 

„Interwar Metropotam” (”Metropotam Interbelic”) focused on 

associating certain values with the Timișoreana brand and 

”UEFA Champions League”, „The LH5000 TV from LG 

Romania launch” (”Lansarea televizorului LH5000 de la LG in 

România”) and “The LED 3D TV launch” (”Lansarea 

televizorului LED 3D”) were developed around the main 

objective of obtaining visibility for the promoted products. The 

selection of campaigns from years 2009 and 2010 was due to the 

fact that we noticed a significant growth of online campaigns, 



both quantitatively and qualitatively. The year 2010 was also 

significant for the most visible online communication 

campaigns that were created and implemented so far in 

Romania. 

In the following chapters we shall present the categories and the 

benchmarks that resulted from the comparative analysis. 

 

A. The Strategy. Benchmarked against organisational goals 

attained in the campaigns 

The degree of openness of the organisations towards online 

communication depends on the internal structure of the 

organisation, its profile and the target publics’ profile. IT 

organisations were the fastest to incorporate online 

communication strategies in their campaigns. Moreover, starting 

an online campaign is considered a strategic advantage, proving 

the technological capabilities of the company and respecting its 

organisational mission. Romtelecom, LG and Samsung are 

appropriate examples in this case. Organisational access to the 

publics has been facilitated and benefited from the credibility 

given by the transfer of reputation between the company and the 

influencers, who become important mediators for organisational 

reputation and play the roles traditionally assigned to public 

relations practitioners. 



The organisations’ aim was to integrate all communication 

components, both online and offline. At this point the 

interdisciplinary elements of public relations come into play. 

Integrating marketing, advertising, customer service, search 

engine optimisation, etc. has to be accounted for building a 

strategy, as the online environment calls for a consistent, 

coordinated and coherent organisational presence. Based on the 

integrated approach of channels and planning communication 

tactics, we could notice that broad campaigns are the most 

successful. From a territorial point of view, national campaigns, 

some even including expats, such as “Rediscover Romania”, are 

the best choice and can lead to a successful campaign. Short 

campaigns, with short-term objectives, have created momentary 

involvement through creative tactics and have obtained high 

visibility. This is the case of ”UEFA Champions League” from 

Heineken, „The LH5000 TV from LG Romania launch”, 

„Interwar Metropotam” or “The LED 3D TV launch”. 

Creative tactics such as recreating a historical space online, 

based on the urban reality of the state capital, as in „Interwar 

Metropotam”, or using the bloggers’ creativity to communicate 

with personalized messages the campaign’s objectives, like the 

case of The LH5000 TV from LG Romania launch”, were used. 

We should also mention that, at the moment of their creation, all 

of eight campaigns were creative and challenging in terms of 



their objectives and goals, which they accomplished and even 

exceeded, as was the case of BCR’s „The Money School”. 

 

B. The Length. Benchmarked against the best campaign 

case 

While analysing the eight chosen campaigns, we noticed that the 

length of an online campaign starts from a month and can last up 

to eight months, according to its degree of complexity and 

objectives. The campaigns that are designed for a product’s 

launch, like the ones for the LG LH5000 and Samsung LED 3D 

TVs, or those that aim to momentarily promote an initiative, like 

the „Interwar Metropotam” campaign, lasted for only a month 

and their most visible moment was the starting point. A 

transitional stage to the next campaigns, duration wise, is BCR’s 

„The Money School”. This project is a particular case, both in 

terms of actual duration and time management. The campaign 

had three stages: raising the public’s interest, launching the 

project and implementing the contest. The first month was 

allocated to the campaign’s launch and the contest’s launch, 

process which involved opinion leaders, namely five bloggers. 

At the same time, work was being done for building a 

community for people who were interested in managing 

personal finances and for creating a communication axis aimed 

at educating the target public about this activity. Constant and 



consistent communication is more appreciated by the public than 

a fragmented and momentary one. Consequently, an online 

campaign’s performance does not rely solely on its length, but 

more on its rhythm (or pace). The more regularly the public 

receives information, the more receptive it becomes and the 

more aware of the involvement of the organisation it is. 

Thus we can assert that the performance standard for an online 

campaign’s length is two months (not including preparatory 

research and planning stages). This period allows a constant 

information flow, without causing overexposure. 

 

C. The Campaign Axis. Benchmarked against highest levels 

of public awareness 

The eight campaigns that we investigated revealed that the 

objectives of online public relations campaigns are divided, the 

same way they are in offline ones, in informational and 

motivational categories. Informational objectives directly 

influence a company’s visibility, while motivational ones affect 

organisational reputation. An online public relations campaign’s 

performance is given by the combination of these two factors. 

 

The biggest impact on the targeted public was of those 

campaigns that generated experiences, being driven by 

motivational objectives. Their form varied from objectives that 



aimed to associate the organisation’s image with certain values, 

as the case of „Real Football”, to increasing organisational 

reputation through association with relevant influencers, as in 

the approach of „The LH5000 TV from LG Romania launch” or 

to create a community around the services or products of the 

company, as „The Money School” tried to do. The standard for 

defining a campaign’s objectives should definitely emphasise 

motivational ones and also include a set of information 

objectives that can ensure the necessary visibility for the 

campaign’s tactics. They also need to have a concise and precise 

formulation, in order to facilitate their tracking and evaluation 

during the dedicated stage. All these elements were wonderfully 

exemplified in “The Money School” campaign, created by the 

Rogalski Grigoriu agency for BCR (Romanian Commercial 

Bank). 

 

D. The Tactics. Benchmarked against the most sustainable 

changes obtained throughout the campaigns 

Identifying a performance standard related to articulating online 

public relations tactics is a complex process. After implementing 

this benchmarking, we identified a series of elements that lead 

to an online campaign‟s performance, as follow: creativity is a 

factor that helps stimulate the public’s interest and involvement, 

using characters that are close to the target public’s profile able 



to broadcast the campaign’s messages, interconnecting the 

communication channels, implementing a feedback system and 

motivating the creation of user generated content. Associating 

with a well-known online brand, as happened in the „Interwar 

Metropotam” campaign, was also a tactic that helped ensuring a 

success, as this collaboration was forged in a creative way and 

values of both brands were compatible. 

 

Online public relations campaign needs more than a 

commentary system in order to facilitate the broadcast of content 

items across channels. That is the reason why the observed 

campaigns offered options such as embedding a “Like Box” on 

their websites that would allow users to become fans of their 

Facebook page directly from the official website’s pages, or a 

share button that could offer those who were interested the 

possibility of posting on their own Facebook profile a small 

piece of text, a video or a photograph; or a “Like” button that 

could allow the target audience to manifest its appreciation for 

an element inside the campaign, or even a Twitter widget that 

would post the last updates on the company’s account or the last 

tweet in the campaign’s hashtag. The Facebook press conference 

that was implemented for “The LED 3D TV launch” for 

Samsung was among the most innovative tactics used in 

Romanian online campaigns. Being the first event of its type in 



the country, the conference attracted a great deal of public, 

among which many influencers, who afterwards supported the 

campaign on their blogs and social media accounts. 

Another important aspect about building an online campaign is 

distinctly marking the official social media company accounts 

so they are not mistaken for other accounts, created by other 

users. Using the company logo is no longer sufficient and must 

be accompanied by correct information published in the “Info” 

section, next to a link to the company’s official website. Not 

only bloggers and influencers are involved in campaigns 

because they know the targeted publics, but also local cultures 

and communities. This is the case of „Interwar Metropotam” 

campaign, which included the urban culture website 

Metropotam.ro in the project for the Timișoreana brand. The 

campaign included, among other tactics, creating a historical 

version of the website, with news from the inter-bellum period 

of Bucharest. The campaign relied on the credibility of this 

website within its community of loyal readers. 

As for the channels, all the campaigns we analysed had a multi-

channel approach to the online environment, meant to build and 

consolidate the organization’s presence in a coherent and unitary 

manner. The rationale for this approach lies in the way Internet 

users utilise the technological platforms that are at their disposal. 

The interconnectivity of these platforms, which are very 



accessible, makes it increasingly easy to broadcast messages 

from one channel to another. This constitutes both an advantage 

for organizations and a challenge, because the company might 

not have an official presence on certain channels. 

E. Publics, endorsers and campaign architects. 

Benchmarked against the best strategic orientation. 

All eight campaigns were created by the communication, 

marketing or public relations departments of the client 

organisations. The public relations practitioners from these 

departments worked together with public relations agencies, 

such as Rogalski Grigoriu, Borțun-Olteanu or 2ActivePR, with 

digital agencies, such as Webstyler, Kinecto, iLeo or 

FourHooks, but also with influencers from the target areas, such 

as bloggers Vali Petcu (Zoso), Bobby Voicu, Cristian Manafu, 

Victor Kapra or Simona Tache. Interactive and digital agencies 

can deliver complex online campaigns, starting from designing 

the concept to the implementation stage, as was the case for “The 

Money School”, “Interwar Metropotam”, “Real Football” and 

“Life in 3”. These active relationships between organisations, 

agencies and influencers represent an interesting alliance. We 

consider that the way these parties work together and the way 

the information flow functions between agencies, consultants 

and the organisation are two of the factors that will shape the 

future online public relations practice. Also, these relationships 



are the ones that could lead to creating theoretical fundaments 

for this emerging field of online PR. 

An essential detail that must be taken into consideration when 

segmenting the publics is related to the overlap of interests of 

the publics of social networks. According to Who’s Getting 

Social study from 2010, Hi5 and Facebook have an overlap of 

78%, Facebook and LinkedIn overlap 22% and Facebook and 

Twitter cross 14%. This is an unavoidable fact, since the 

Romanian social networks users have, on average, 4 social 

media accounts. Incorporating this detail in the communication 

strategy is considerably important in order to avoid 

overexposure. In the case of the “Money School” we can say that 

this aspect was not taken into consideration, creating a slight 

informational overload on the channels that were used in the 

campaign. The same thing is valid for “Rediscover Romania”, 

that took over Facebook and Twitter during the campaign, by 

posting pictures, videos and promoting blog articles on these two 

social networks, and also by using the “#throughromania” 

(“#prinromania”) hashtag. The campaign that managed to 

communicate in a personalised, differentiated, unobtrusive way 

with the targeted publics was the “Life in 3” campaign, that 

separated the publics of the actual show from the endorser 

Bianca Albu’s audience, managing to involve the public at a 

deeper level that the simple momentary interaction. The 



character became an important part of the Romanian bloggers’ 

community, having a pervasive presence. 

The performance standard for involving online influencers in a 

campaign depends on the number of influencers involved and on 

their measurable impact over their publics. Based on the 

Romanian experience, we recommend an optimal number of 

three influencers who should be involved in an online public 

relations campaign, chosen from different professional 

orientations, all relevant to the organization, thus covering a 

wider target audience. 

The online environment should be approached through the 

means of a strategic planning effort, the same as any other 

communication environment. Among the benefits of creating an 

online communication strategy lies the following: increased 

impact, reaching objectives with better accuracy, identifying 

environment trends, better issues management and gaining 

insight into the target public. Online communication possesses 

the advantage to be able to manage not only a reactive 

perspective, but also a proactive one which enables 

communicators to actively manage feedback. Taking into 

consideration that organisational involvement in the online 

environment is a relatively recent one, we can emphasise that the 

organisation can and should learn from every online 

communication campaign it creates. This learning process has 



also implications that affect organisational resources, from 

human to financial resources. 

Conclusion 

The analysis of these eight campaigns revealed real difficulties 

in establishing performance standards for evaluating online 

communication campaigns, because public relations 

practitioners do not constantly use a series of key performance 

indicators (which they do not even share), and this fact 

constitutes an obstacle in creating benchmarks against the best 

practices in the field. Moreover, we could not distinguish a direct 

connection between the online communication campaigns and a 

company’s financial performance, which increased that 

corporation’s productivity. This observation is also supported by 

Romanian online communication practitioners such as Ligia 

Adam, who stated in the interview she gave us that “value is hard 

to measure because it relates to the know-how of the 

environment and the time allocated to each project (and also 

innovative ideas, adapted and implemented in the online 

environment).” This is another reason for which a Good Practice 

Guidebook for online communication would prove to be both 

useful and a real necessity. 
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From writing the memoirs to electronic biography: exposure through 

personalised media1  
 

 

 

This paper is not submitted by a blogger or a sympathizing person, on the contrary, by 

someone who seeks to rediscover the genuine tissue of the community life and its 

traditional public virtues. However, we are confronted today to a multi-mediated 

community that is populated by new forms of dialogue contained in the electronic 

communication and the use of internet.  What kind of participatory communication has 

blogging or others presented us in the last years? Is this instrument a device for 

participation and consensus? Does it really create new forms of social cohesion and 

egalitarianism?  

The purpose of first part of the paper is to realize a comparative view on blogging 

faced to classic literary genres, like memoirs etc. The point of view is sustained with 

arguments proposed in both sociology of literary genres and interpersonal 

communication. The aim of the analysis is exploring the process of public exposure of 

one’s experiences and the role of various “diaries” in transferring individual experiences 

to similar groups and communities. Blogging and similar is examined in its various 

facets:  artefact; media product; writing genre; process of socialization; cognitive tool; 

personal branding etc.  

The second part of the paper is dedicated to an in-depth analysis of electronic 

tools as a collective learning tool, to explain its moral constraints (are there any?), its 

pedagogical nature (is it used for tutoring?), its liaison capacity in public communication.  

The domain of the discussion is situated in the vicinity of cultural anthropology 

(socialization, rituals and rites) and the sociology of groups (e.g. informal interactions, 

interpersonal communication).  It is intended to reanalyze these fuzzy margins between 

public and private, individual and collective, that have been created by new media, 

especially by personalized media. The key word is “exposure” as self-disclosure, exhibit 

the identity, publicize yourself, etc, and the key issue is legitimacy of such exposure. Is 

this discourse statutory by its technical nature as alternative communication medium or 

                                                
1 Paper presented at the IAMCR Conference, Paris, 23rd - 25th of July 2007. 
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seeks to obtain social recognition by acolytes, is it informative or fictional/metaphorical, 

referential or self-referential, and what textual strategy should be attached to that – 

narrative, conversational, pictorial, all mixed? 

 Lastly, we would like to explore recent recommendations of blogmarketing and 

blogPR as tools for corporate communication and conclude on the use of personalised 

media as corporate media and on the role of blogging or similar tools for consolidating 

corporate reputation. Since corporate blogs no longer operate as corporate journals, 

corporate exposure by personal media manifest different kinds of legitimacy, there are 

statutory, do not necessarily require a group of followers for immediate recognition and 

are more subject to public and even legal control.  

Consequent applications of personalized media are furthermore discussed from 

the point of view of PR and branding.  
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I. Literary genres 

 

 

non-fictional/factual discourse   polyphonic narrative/ fable  

     

 

conversational (commentaries)  group or corporate fiction (intertextual) 

 

 

 

 

II. Collective/community /corporate expression  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Signs of identity      Rituals, rites (initiation),  

Metaphors      Collective behaviour and norms 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Personal and corporate 

blogs as literary genres 

Blogs  & virtual communities: in the 

search of (lost) collective identity 
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I. E-memoirs – a literary genre, a fuzzy one  

 

Category: factual narrative (fact-based, journalistic, anecdotal, news like) not totally 

disconnected from the fictional narrative (imaginary, alternative, verisimilar).  

 

Regime of discourse: homodiegetic (personal, assumed by an identified character).  

 

Content/representation: pretended genuine (in reality fiction and facts are indistinct, the 

plot is based on false assertions and assumptions of the reality ); not a real story, not a 

real biography, but a personal version of the biography as we want it to get through. 

Make ourselves known, a self-marketing gesture.  

  

Discourse: narrating vs. reporting, although conversational type is predominant. 

 

Type of interaction or dialogue: Commented story (with or without the omniscient 

narrator) closed (inconsistent to the assumed and announced personal regime of 

discourse) to extradiegetic story, where the narrator becomes a character, his story being 

narrated by other voices, which are themselves not identifiable in the real life.  

 

II. Self-marketing through story telling: personal & collective myths; 

foundation stories.  

 

Category:  fable or parody? Literary genres are transformed into pastiches, resulting in 

media genres or popular genres. 

 

Vision: create ad-hoc audiences, switch on/off modes of discourse according to moody 

participants. Personal management or natural versatility?  

 

Content/representation: verbal and iconic interactions, meta- communication exercise. 

Grammar of self-disclosure. Semiotics of power. Climates (the buzz effect). 
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Relationship: interpersonal, hidden rules, limited disclosure, fictitious. Anti-story from 

this point of view, the characters are sabotaging each other.  

 

Level of social cohesion: low, based on ad-hoc alliances, non-representative publics, 

elements of irrationality.   

 

Impact: high intensity, immediate effect, not lasting, hot news, fragile, inconsistent, need 

further media exposure. 

 

Actors: branded heroes (subject to symbolic exchange); not consensual, disruptive, 

meant to divide, to differentiate, to individualise. The new mythology is not based on 

unification aims.  The mix of the 3 Ds: Divergence, dissimulation, discomfort.  

 

CONCLUSION: e-journals represent the subversive version of classic memoirs and 

autobiographies. The contract of sincerity is fractured. The quest of the group makes each 

individual vulnerable; a Graal search with false hypothesis. Dan Brown stories for 

dummies. 

 

Main concepts:  

 personal experience narrative;  

 conversation, exchange 

 presentation of self;  

 performance, role and routine;  

 public and private behaviour/life; 

 ritual/ lien rituel  

 

Part I: Blog – working definition and characteristics 

Blog: an artefact 

The moment we, as communicators, deserted from our duty toward our real community 

and entered the virtual world cannot be indicated with exactitude although the 

phenomena of social networks are situated in time in connection to the expansion of web. 
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Blogging in addition started instantly as a new phenomenon. It is not about interacting 

better, nor about knowing others better. In Goffman terms, it goes with new forms of 

dramatization or presentation of self in everyday life, and constructing your personal 

image. This is an object for our adoration, a mirror of our imaginary beauty, which we 

question every moment like in Sleeping Beauty tale, whether we are the most desirable or 

not. Every sentence in a blog asks for commentaries (although may receive no reaction at 

all), every single thought requires an immediate answer, even though nobody is at the end 

of the line and the dialogue proves to be a mere soliloque. We no longer transform the 

nature by means of technologies; we became artisans of our selves. Unlike old 

technologies that were directed to transform the natural environment, we arrived at the 

époque to consider transforming our inner nature.  

Blog: a media product 

It is evident that blogs are part of (new) media products and techniques, being placed 

somewhere between online correspondence, chatting, personal journalism (some 

resembles even editorial formats), public speech and word-of-mouth. Mediating through 

blogs seems to be a risk free process. It conveys content and interaction in acceptably 

chosen structures, monitor constantly the communication flow and it has no other 

intended effects than being apt to generate feedback on any issues. Like any other media 

products, it should highlight newsworthy issues or topics. And like any other media 

channels, audiences are strictly segmented and targeted, so that it can rarely be addressed 

to large indistinct audiences. Blogs are organised by themes, therefore clustering publics 

in disciples, supporters or critics represents an important element of the self-publicising 

exercise. 

Blog: a writing genre 

As writing genre, it restores some of the diary format and functions, illustrating a series 

of characteristics that we can take into account in second part of this paper. The most 

sophisticated could be considered at the margins of the literary genres or, strictly 

speaking, be considered para- or pseudo- literary genres. As an oral genre, it goes back to 

the personal experience narrative, a story which has resemblance to legends, yet 

presenting a nucleus of true personal event. It is packed in a mythical format and 
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transmitted orally to go beyond personal experience and be conserved in the collective 

memory of a community.  

Blog: a process of socialization 

Blogging is a story telling exercise, and similar to mythical heroes, the blogs’ characters 

make prove of their great nature. By hypothesis, it is conceived as a ritual of introducing 

ourselves to other communities than the one of origin. In practice, these communities are 

not clearly marked, with the exception of institutional or corporate blogs that address 

explicitly their particular stakeholders. Does the blog stop when rejected by the recipient 

community? The situation is different in personal and corporate blogs. In personal 

blogging, the bloggers tend to provide an effective back up to each other and many blogs 

are read just by bloggers. Corporate blogs are more exposed, as they carry on the legacy 

of their offline or “brick and mortar” experience. 

Blogs: a cognitive tool 

Although not confirmed, blogs seem to operate as a reasoning or cognitive instrument, 

being used for exploring different aspects of reality (if not different realities!) and find 

relevant answers. This exploratory function connects to the mythical truth more than with 

the scientific one, as blogs do not play any epistemic function, excepting those associated 

with scientific domains. 

Blog: a marketing tool for personal branding 

It has been ascertained that blogs are a marketing and branding tool, and they are 

promoted as such by the new blog marketing prophets. In fact, blogs constitute a buzz 

marketing tool for your/our self (as stated before). Blogs spread rumours to create and 

consolidate personal or corporate image, provide room for unpredictable opponents and 

critics, represent very private tools with high public impact. On the other hand it 

represents a non-conventional tool; therefore its leading role among the communication 

mix elements needs to be further explored. Because of this fragility, blogs are attached to 

the Integrated Marketing Communication (IMC) approach and cannot be measured in 

exclusivity. 

Part II: Blogs -  encapsulated fiction in erratic conversations 

Based on the categories presented in the synthesis poster above, we arrive at the 

conclusion that blogstories represent corrupted stories, being imitations of conserved in 
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the collective memory stories that one author replicate as his/her personal experience. A 

valuable term for labelling such an unstable story is the palimpsest conversation, a 

negotiating interaction with double or multiple structure (Bouchard, 1988). The 

interlocutors progress in their verbal exchange by assuming that they agree on facts that 

have been stated as contradictory. The dialogue is converted into a monologue with 

appearance of conversation. See the example of last sentence of the analysed blog 

“Tritonic: news about books”: the author (also the manager of the Publishing Group 

called Tritonic) sends us his salute before his holiday on the 20th July: “I am going to 

disappear for a while… about 10 days and I don’t know if I’ll still have any access to the 

Internet. As soon as I get back I promise to write a lot of non-sense… No, wrong, a bit og 

good! Cool days. That’s it…. [0 commentaries]” 

He contradicts himself stimulating that he receives a response from the imaginary 

interlocutor then concludes on the conversation which has not been finished but he 

finishes for saving his face, by formulating a concession. There are interactions on the 

profound structures which sustain the superficial layer. All personal comments of the 

author finish with the same concession: “That’s it.” What should we understand: the end 

of the comment (like the happy end formulates in story tales), or the formal benediction 

of the narrator/locator with the meaning of “Be it.” 

These palimpsest conversations represent the set-up of a pretended story which is never 

entirely old. Personal stories encapsulated (unborn!) in erratic conversations. A blog 

conversation is, by nature, a failed story, for it is constructed to partly set a context for 

influencing or manipulating the audience. Although made by a person who assumes the 

factual support of statements, most declarations are false assertions. It is a “fiction 

déguisée”, a disguised fiction. Most of the bloggers are therefore acting like solitary 

heroes trying to overcome a discursive failure. There are not story tellers as they have no 

story to tell. Instead they grasp fragments of reality, like bricoleurs or pasticheurs. The 

true story comes to live only connected to other blogs or taken over by genuine narrators, 

such as journalists or writers, or even public speakers who re-interpret the conversation 

and restore the epic nucleus.  
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Risks and Crises: How to manage them in different culture, communities and 

democracies?1  

 
 

Key words: risks, uncertainty, issues management, crisis communication, multicultural 

dimensions and cultures, democracy and media, international public relations. 

 

Communication, Risks and Organisations 

Today innovation appears to be vital, both for consumers keen on new products, and investors ever 

ready to seek out opportunities and a commercial advantage. Innovation is multiform and can 

concern a product or a service just as the organization offering it. Now, reflecting the nature of its 

products, corporations are becoming increasingly complex in an ever more competitive 

environment where variety, reactivity and innovation are gradually replacing price and volume 

criteria. But this complexity, that implies the mobilisation of a vast array of knowledge and a host 

of players, exacerbates uncertainty and leads to multiple risks that can more or less seriously affect 

the organization, its customers and its environment. This explains why organizations seek to bring 

risks of all natures under control by adopting procedures likely to limit the contingent aspect to 

things, beyond the mere safety related aspect partly covered by the regulations. But risk is 

essentially subjective and encompasses two dimensions: the seriousness of the event and its 

likelihood of occurrence. The way it is perceived depends on the era, cultural specificities and the 

system of individuals concerned. In addition, risk control relates more substantially to the 

perception of the risk than the risk itself, with the decision being based more on the notion of 

acceptable risk rather than tolerable risk. 

Communication appears to be essential in the risk control process that is mainly implemented 

during the design of new products, including new products. In particular, it allows the various 

players to identify the risks inherent in the nascent product, then define and conduct the actions 

needed to limit such risks and make them acceptable. It also comes into play to validate the process 

of collective creation during confrontations between specialists when conducting various 

                                                             
1 Paper realized in co-authorship with Arlette Bouzon (Professor Université Toulouse 3 Paul Sabatier, LERASS, 

France) and presented at the EUPRERA Congress, University of Jyväskylä, Finlanda, 23rd-25th of September 2010. 

Paper published in co-authorship with Arlette Bouzon in Tirkkonen, P., Koski, A., Vos, M. & Tampere, K. (2010). 

Communication in a Changing Society, Dynamics, Risks and Uncertainty. Proceedings of the 12th Euprera Congress, 

ISBN 978-951-39-4012-6. 



assessments and to account dutifully to the relevant authorities where necessary. However, 

communication on risks is a particularly delicate matter and constitutes a risk in itself for the 

organization: 

- Should we talk about it or should we remain silent? 

- How do we explain matters and to what level of detail? 

- Can extremely detailed information on the uncertainty be communicated without fear of harmful 

consequences? 

So communication around the risk constitutes a major emerging issue that goes well beyond crisis 

communication, which only covers one aspect thereof. But this communicational side to things; 

that so often appears to be neglected, or even mistreated in a world that is, ex ante, relatively 

unconcerned, that nevertheless seems to be gradually opening out to this sort of questioning. 

 

RISK COMMUNICATION AND DECISION MAKING 

Risks of a technical, economic, human, social, organisational or even communicational nature can 

affect the firm and its environment. The organization seeks to hedge against this through a rational 

and sustained approach to identify risks and bring them under control. This method addresses the 

main issue of safety, reliability and availability of the product during its design and use, right 

through to its being relinquished2. As the risks also relate to budget overspends and associated 

shifts in scheduling, the methods used are mainly based on feedback and the use of generic risk 

check lists (default of a service provider, a partner not having the necessary authorizations, etc.). 

But “The difficulties of transferring knowledge within the firm have been sighted both in theory 

and in practice” (Szulanski, 2003). Moreover, communication on these risks is a delicate issue and 

corporate communication itself constitutes a risk for the organization. 

The technically oriented approach based on feedback (involving boosting the amount of 

information stored) is often privileged in organisations as it appears relatively simple and gives a 

certain illusion of comprehensiveness. But how to ensure that such information is both relevant 

and available? The formalization of various forms of knowledge in an appropriate language 

constitutes the essential condition for the success of any attempt to capitalize on and profit from 

prior experience. Now, a large number of players, whose levels of motivation may vary, are 

concerned by the chain of acquisition, capitalization and profiting from experience, that requires 

                                                             
2 Cf. the “Principle of precaution” and injunctions related to sustainable development. 



from everyone a minimum of effort (entering data, formulation, indexing documents, etc.) or even 

changes in habits (appropriation, consultation, taking such aspects into account in action, etc). 

Some of them can prove to be all the less inclined to bring up their experience in the matter in so 

far as such information relating to crises, incidents or even accidents in the past brings back 

unhappy memories. In addition, the ex post facto perception of such unfortunate events fluctuates 

according to the period, the specific cultural features of the players concerned, and their possible 

role at that particular time. 

What is more, the perception of risk is by nature subjective and often not commensurate with its 

true scale. It depends on the knowledge, fears and habits of all concerned or the possible sense of 

a challenge that risk-taking represents for the individual. Thus, car drivers would seem to be 

unmoved by the many daily accidents caused by their usual means of transport whereas they are 

shocked by coach, train or plane accidents, however safer these latter are statistically. The 

perception of danger can arouse irrational fears and anxieties (Theys, 1991; Peretti-Watel, 2000), 

especially when it comes to events that are often amplified by the media effect or, conversely, the 

sense of thrill for the consequent risks (those induced by speed or the practice of sports in extreme 

conditions, for example). This perception of risk is all the more subjective in so far as the said risk 

combines two very different dimensions, the probability of the event’s occurrences and its 

seriousness. Now, frequent incidents with little serious effect are sometimes less well tolerated (cf. 

bad weather causing delays or disruption to public services as occurred in France in January 2008) 

than much more serious though exceptional accidents. This perception is culturally defined and 

depends on social position as well as individuals’ systems of values. The works of Douglas and 

Calvez (1990) have explained, for example, some of the difficulties encountered by AIDS 

prevention campaigns, by the beliefs and ways of thinking of the groups targeted (representations 

of health, sickness and sexuality, etc.). 

As a result of the sometimes considerable gap between the perception of risk and its true scale, the 

real issue for the organization may well be more in correctly managing the perception of risk than 

the risk itself; with the risk only becoming “acceptable” if, in a certain way, it has been “accepted” 

(Godard, 1999).  

Thus, prevention policies are sometimes relatively ineffective as compared with the means 

implemented. (Duclos, 1996; Lascoumes, 1996). Let us take another example. In 1988, the 

principles for sustainable were decided on by the WTO, defining it as a way of managing “all the 



resources allowing economic, aesthetic and social needs to be satisfied, and to preserve cultural 

integrity, ecosystems, biodiversity and life sustaining systems”. This form of tourism, that aims to 

take populations into account, fosters cultural diversity, seeks to support the local economy, and 

defends the idea that tourism is for all. Individuals, organizations and governments have devoted 

considerable efforts to identify the components of sustainable tourism and instigate methods to set 

up and evaluate such components over the last decade. But the actual results are meager; setting 

up this type of tourism remains an awkward matter often coming into conflict with the wishes of 

the local players or with the desires of organizations and governments.  

Another example is the determination to rapidly publicize the results of a policy to tackle oil slick 

problems led by the authorities keen to again welcome tourists where they used highly toxic 

dispersants that are more harmful to the environment than hydrocarbons. The current behaviour of 

the politicians when it comes to safety problems contrasts starkly with a certain reluctance or even 

failure to react that was observed in the past (Beck, 1993). But beside the determination to show 

an ability to ensure control over any type of situation, the behavior of decision-makers can also be 

explained by the overriding concern not to worry people to no purpose (Roqueplo, 1997; Duclos, 

1996). “For a long time, a sense of balance prevailed: those able to make decisions benefited from 

a real credit rating in the view of other social groups. But, in modern society, the confidence 

granted to “experts cum decision-makers” has gradually been undermined.” (Hyard, 2000, 189). 

Moreover, the image of scientific experts in France has been sullied by a series of affairs relating 

to public health (contaminated donor blood, asbestos, the Chernobyl contamination in France 

wrongly denied, management of climatic catastrophes, etc.) and it has now become extremely 

awkward to communicate around the theme of risk. “However, it is not so much a reflex based on 

phobia and the ritualizing of ancestral fears that is involved, but rather everything that citizenship 

implies in terms of intervention, delegation and, division of political work that is now brought into 

question faced with the complexity of the technological world and decision-making processes.” 

(Duclos, 1996, 336). 

The underlying expertise (Trepos, 1996) also has its limits that are all the more readily reached in 

so far as the problems involved are of a complex nature. Now, the generally maintained illusion of 

being capable of effectively handling all possible risks fosters the emergence of an increasing 

complexity of products. This explains why greater knowledge can paradoxically lead to greater 

system vulnerability (Ewald, 1996) as with ABS braking that while it allows drivers to get in 



dangerously close to the theoretical limits of mechanics, with a feeling of complete confidence, 

has the perverse effect of statistically increasing the number and seriousness of car accidents. What 

then are the limits not to be? On this question N. Luhmann (1991) evokes the concept of “riskiness” 

that tends to increase with knowledge. Maintaining the illusion that risks can be fully eliminated 

proves to be the source of many misunderstandings since zero risk is inexistent. 

Furthermore, to be able to accept a risk, the individuals still need to have the minimum amount of 

knowledge to understand the situations and the alternatives that can be considered for a real 

dialogue to emerge between the experts, the decision-makers (including the State) and citizens, 

either directly or through their associations (Renn, 2001). This shared culture of risk would require 

a major effort to train and explain matters simply and this represents a real communication issue. 

For it concerns the organization not just of relations with the environment but also, and above all, 

in internal operation, as uncertainty (and how it is managed) constitutes the main element in 

analysis and decision within design project structures. This involves multiple exchanges between 

the various players in the firm for a common understanding of the problems encountered, and that 

we shall attempt to understand. But can this shared culture of risk be contemplated when it comes 

to an oriented product whose image is tied up with the idea of holidays, sunshine, rest and generally 

being cosseted? 

 

Aspects of Risk and Issues Management 

Identification and evaluation of risk in the firm comes under the competence of assessors or 

experts, while decision-making remains the manager’s prerogative. But are the assessors always 

“reliable” and do they know how to communicate the issues and results of their expertise to the 

decision-maker? How does the latter grasp the data from risk analyses as a decision-making aid, 

knowing that due to the necessarily limited financial resources available, only risks considered to 

be really unacceptable can be effectively addressed? 

Even assuming that all risks have been identified by the assessors, their evaluation in terms of 

seriousness and probability is often a delicate matter. Indeed, the events corresponding to the most 

critical risks are generally infrequent and rarely lead to statistically representative data. 

Furthermore, such data, when they exist, are to be handled with care and discernment (Villemeur, 

1988) as they are likely to lead to an “informational binge” (Dubois, 1999). But does this mean we 

should push aside any penchant for quantification? Figures often have a pernicious effect, above 



all when they are based on statistics that need to be considered with some precaution, and can often 

either reassure or give rise to excessive worry. But the ’absence of quantification can be more 

dangerous still by leading to an unbalanced distribution of effort. Thus, quantitative evaluation of 

risks is the approach most often used to compare choices or establish a ranking of decisions. 

In addition, the firm is also led to communicate on risk beyond the confine of its own structure. 

Recent legislation3 imposes on organizations obligations relating to safety, including especially 

that of informing the authorities and the public (Libaert, 2006). Firms are then confronted by 

various dilemmas: How to communicate? How far to go in explaining things? Can information 

backed up by weighty documentation on uncertainties be disseminated without fear of having a 

perversely negative effect? 

The transparencyof an organization can be defined as the quality that makes its operation 

decipherable and comprehensible for individuals outside it. This assumes a variety of facets 

including traceability that allows changes in a product to be monitored or its constituent parts to 

be followed from their origin. This traceability of products is an essential element, where a problem 

arises, in identifying suspect products or batches or in evaluating their effects. The recent crisis 

relating to the outbreak of foot and mouth disease showed, for example, the disastrous effects of a 

lack of traceability in the propagation of diseases, especially in Great Britain. 

Transparency also involves other aspects answering to new social demands, in particular respect 

for a certain ethical code. This concerns for example working conditions in organizations, respect 

for human rights (Burma) or the preservation of the environment. It can lead to a significant 

degradation in the firm’s image, or even to its products being boycotted where failings are clearly 

seen. Thus, firms were forced to quit South Africa at the time of apartheid and others were long-

lastingly affected by accidental pollution, as with Union Carbide after the Bhopal disaster. 

Firms are also clearly divested of the right to refuse this obligation to provide information in so far 

as they have availed themselves of the opportunity to speak out, firstly through advertising for 

their products, then within the scope of institutional publicity laying claim to certain values 

(Libaert, 2006). Some organizations however adopt a minimal notion of transparency (cf. the low 

number of activity reports taking up precisely the issue of sustainable activity) that involves 

                                                             
3 In France, these requirements are covered by legislation brought in by Barnier under law No. 95-101 of 2 February 

1995 relating to reinforced protection of the environment, Bachelot No. 2003-699 of 30 July 2003 relating to 

technological and natural risks and reparation for damages, and the various specific regulations relating to the sector 

concerned. 



respecting the straightforward provision of information to the “public“. This reduced interpretation 

of transparency can be understood as a deliberate strategy to hide certain items of information 

(Beck, 1993) or even to do nothing about matters (cf. corporate social responsibility or CSR, that 

is not covered in the activity reports of the main businesses), and thus seriously impairs the 

emergence of relations of mutual confidence. 

Conversely, a more developed conception of transparency may involve providing the targeted 

sections of the public and the consumers concerned all the elements for appreciation liable to allow 

them to forge their own opinions, as with qualitative and quantitative indicators, environmental 

impact studies, const-benefit analyses, etc. (Libaert, 2006). But this form of transparency is not 

without its drawbacks.  

 

Risks, Cultures and Imminent Crises 

Two corporate crises were the source of inspiration for a reflection on the early prevention of crises 

and adoption of issues management: the first case relate to the major crises that troubled the 

relatively stable manufacturer Dacia Group, mostly the one referring to the general work strike in 

2008. The second case, somehow different, is the apparent success story of the (promised) highest 

Christmas tree sponsored by the Millennium Bank in December 2007, a public gift that proved to 

be more detrimental than providential and eventually downgraded the brand importance. 

In order to explain the contexts, allow generalisations and raise the awareness of those two lessons 

learnt in the cases described above, we considered important to observe and analyze the variability 

of the two public relations practices according to their local occurrences (Curtin & Gaither, 2007). 

Both mass-media and public communication have suffered the impact of historical turbulences 

during the last 20 years in Romania, therefore it should be taken into account that significant 

distortion of the public opinion is provoked by the media actors, who continue to manipulate 

collective phantasms and idols (Ficeac, 2006, Beciu, 2009). 

Case 1, Dacia Groupe Renault: Workers’ strike at Dacia could be considered a canonical model 

of plant crisis in Europe.4 It has been a three-phase process: a pre-crisis stage (February 2008), the 

                                                             
4 Cf. Vera Glassner and Béla Galgóczi, Plant-level responses to the economic crisis in Europe, WP 2009.01, 
http://www.observatorionegociacioncolectiva.org/comunes/temp/recursos/99998/157495.pdf. 



actual crisis (March 24th and April 11th) and the postcrisis/post-recovery stage (up to the present 

time and continuous5). 

The deteriorating process started in February 2008, when the Union contract of Dacia's employees 

had to be renegotiated between the unionists and the management since it became due. According 

to the law, the negotiations for the new working union contract have to begin a month before it 

becomes due6. The official offer of wage increase was made on March 5th, the date of the first 

reunion being January 28th. On March 13th 2008, Dacia employees had been in warning strike for 

two hours; during the first working shift. 

The actual crisis period was between March 24th and April 11th. The strike had many key-

moments: the day it began, the four rounds of failed negotiations between the management and the 

union leaders; March 24th when the Arges Court postponed for April 2nd the demand of Dacia's 

Pitesti administration to declare illegal the employees' strike and, afterwards, to postpone it again 

for April 9th; March 26th – a four hours meeting to which 9.000 people participated. Dacia went 

through a crisis of such emotional impact that was largely mediated and reached both Romanian 

and international press and community. To counteract this unexpected effect, the Communication 

Directorate has been in constant collaboration with the Central Communication Renault at Paris 

and both parties endeavored to act in solidarity: the local (Romanian) communicators coordinated 

their actions with the French headquarters which ensured constant reporting about the Romanian 

market, at least once a day. 

On the whole, the communication crisis’ principles were respected in practice, but results were 

slow to obtain7. Primarily, because of the contrasting styles of messaging of the two parties 

involved: on the one hand, the emotional speech of the Trade Union leaders and of Dacia’s 

employees, launching slogans such as “We want a sun for everyone!”, „Wake up, Romania”, 

„They are like the Fanariots ”, opposed, on the other hand, to the rational facts-based speech of the 

Dacia management: “The administration does not keep its money under the mattress, but it invests 

them in salaries for thousands and thousands of employees, in free meals, in improving the working 

conditions, in amplifying the production capacity etc”, "At the basis of Dacia’s success there are 

                                                             
5 Dacia remained a reference for any corporate crisis ever since, and the Communication Director is often called to 

intervene in public conferences on the subject of dealing with risks and corporate crises. 
6 Cf. Law 168/1999 published in the Official Monitor No. 582/29.11.1999. 
7 Facts end interpretation presented by the Communication Director Liviu Ion, in two conferences during 2009 at the Faculty 

of Letters, and synthesis made by Silviu Sepciu, Press Coordinator, at the EUPRERA Congress 2009, 23-26 September, 
Bucharest, http://www.euprera2009.com/draft.html. 



the efforts and performance of its wage earners. We all want this success to carry on for a long 

time from now on. “In addition, to intensify the negative emotions during the Easter holidays, the 

Trade Union accuse the "French" part of the management of going home to celebrate the Catholic 

Easter, declaration which is immediately infirmed by Dacia’s communication director, who state 

that all the "French" directors have been working. The crisis unit/committee at Dacia adopted an 

open communication mode, by publishing the wage offer in the local press, by offering numbers, 

charts, boards, images about the salaries, benefits, working conditions, investments and profit, in 

this way showing that the salaries at Dacia are over the average in the auto industry, over the 

average in the industry, over the average in the economy while the unionist were saying harsh 

words, with a powerful subjective weight of the factory's management, saying that the Romanian 

managers are liars, valets for the French. Dacia publishes in the Arges press advertorials in which 

shows, in numbers and images, the way in which the working conditions and the life in the factory 

have been improved. The direction of communication publishes in the entire local press the 

proposed wage raises key, in a transparent and open way.  

The communication was factual, transparent, respectful and non-provocative, without any type of 

political connotation. Most of the articles referred to both Trade Union arguments and Dacia’s 

official position, responding to the issue in a complex manner, from social, economic and personal 

(emotional) points of views. As for the specialised press, the financial publications reacted in an 

informative way, but very few of them presented comparative analyses of the economic situation 

within European or global context (comments referred to Romania’s GDP, the dimension of the 

Romanian economy, the comparative data between Romania’s economy and the economy of the 

developed countries in the European union, the investments made for the factory, the labour 

productivity).8 

Four press conferences and over thirty bilateral meetings with Romanian, French and German 

journalists took place at the Constantin Brancoveanu University, in Pitesti. Also, an average of 

over fifty phone call conversations per day was spent with Romanian and foreign journalists. There 

have been given interviews to TF1, France 2, France 3, Canal +, France 24, AFP, RFI, France 

Inter, Europe 1, Challenges, VSD, Marianne, L’Humanité, Le Monde, Liberation, Tagesspiel, 

Journal du Dimanche. 

                                                             
8 Cf. Alexandru Anghel, „Dacia intrerupe productia inca doua zile” in Ziarul Financiar,  

http://www.zf.ro/companii/dacia-intrerupe-productia-inca-doua-zile-3425158. 



A first measure was to create a press center outside the factory, more precisely at the premises of 

“Constantin Brancoveanu” University, in Pitesti, closed to the plant location. The crisis committee 

was formed by the general manager, the works managers, the HR manager, the communications 

director and the section leaders. The working schedule was 6 to 24 h and all utilities have been 

provided on the spot: meeting rooms, phones, internet, cafeteria etc. A second imperative measure 

was to name a single spokesperson, who, during the entire period of the strike, delivered the 

message of Dacia's management. 

As regards the internal communication, it played a very important part, perhaps as important as 

the external one. The internal communication was realized through reunions, display, and intranet. 

More precisely, the crisis cell reunited daily between thirty minutes and three hours to decide what 

messages should be sent, both internally, and externally. In their attempt to understand as better as 

possible the causes that led to their own employees' discontents, the Communications Department 

decided that the section leaders should have, if possible, individual discussions, conversations 

between two persons or in a closed frame. The different meetings offered the board very precise 

information on how the wage earners had perceived the factory's problems. During the entire crisis 

period, there had been three monitoring reunions with all the factory's managers, which last 

approximately forty-five minutes. 

The information reunions allowed a certain number of employees to listen to the display of a 

certain problem by the board and ask question, allowing all subjects regarding the internal issues 

of the company. Moreover, the Communications Department broadcasted thirty-one internal notes 

(A0 and A3) on seventy disseminated boards in the factory in Mioveni. The telegraph board present 

in most enterprises is a low cost support, easy to use and maintain. Reduced, by its nature, it is 

meant for simple, current information, it does not need a laborious reasoning and its content 

modifies in time. In the case of the strike, it was a flexible instrument which allowed the posting 

of various, legal, wage related information. The telegraph board represented a free way of 

expression for the employees (short announces, messages of all kind, anonymous manifestations 

of discontents). 

The internal media channels used by the members of Dacia's management were the intranet site, 

the monthly internal magazine Global, internal magazines of the Dacia Car Factory, Dacia 

Mechanics plant, Logistics Directorate, Centre for industrial components, and the Manager 

newsletter, which was broadcasted weekly to more than eight-hundred employees in the factories, 



as well as flash ads that was broadcasted on eighty boards on the entire platform. Two letters signed 

by the general manager and the manager of Car Factories (“Uzine Vehicule”) were sent to the 

homes of the workers and their families (13.000 copies the first time and 9.000 the second time). 

In order to increase the post delivery, four delivery firms from Bucharest were used, so that the 

letters would arrive in maximum twenty-four hours. 

The Department of Communications at Renault Paris was informed two to three times a day about 

the events that took place in Mioveni (where the car factory is placed), in order to ensure the 

correctness of a single version of the corporate story. The communication strategy aimed at 

delivering open information and cooperation with all the involved parties without hidden agenda.9 

The check-out of all the information was also an advantage for the press, especially because the 

information that the company gave during the events turned out to be true. The strike was the most 

covered subject in the history of Dacia Group. The monitoring report of mass-media in the interval 

between March 24th and April 15th contains reference to about 1378 materials as follows: 340 

print articles in the national press, 485 print articles in the local press (35%); 295 news in central 

televisions (19%); 40 central radios (3%); 244 internet news (18%); 6 active bloggers.10 

During the post-crisis stage, a national survey was conducted and its results showed that 75% of 

the respondents appreciated both the union leaders who fought for the employees' rights and the 

members of the Dacia Board who communicated openly.11 

The results confirmed that Dacia's image remained intact and was not affected by this strike, as it 

was expected. Moreover, the sales continued to increase on both internal and external markets 

without being affected by this crisis. As a post-recovery exercise, the Communications department 

at Dacia came up with a plan of improving the climate and developing the internal communication. 

To that effect, they had installed a TV news network with 40 Dacia TV screens. A 400 flip-charts 

network had been also created, plus an internal magazine with a 15.000 copies press run, a weekly 

economic newscast, and trainings for managers. The flip-charts had been used to point out the 

most important ideas during meetings between the board members and their employees. They had 

the advantage of adapting the presentation to the worker public's needs. 

                                                             
9 Cf. Liviu Ion, „Cum poate fi scoasa o criza din priza”, http://www.cariereonline.ro/articol/cum-poate-fiscoasa- 

o-criza-din-priza, retrieved January 2010. 
10 Ibidem. 
11 According to the declaration of Liviu Ion, the Communications Director at Dacia Group. 



The enterprise's newspaper was a rich and efficient way of communication. It was the binder 

between the employees, informing them and giving them the feeling that they belong to the 

enterprise. The subjects referred to the corporate general policy (expansions, agreements with 

others enterprises), technical information, (new equipment, new products, research), commercial 

information (results, advertising campaigns, their position reported to the competition), aspects of 

the social life (cultural and sporting activities, resignations or retirements of some employees), 

social themes (wage increase, modification of the working schedule, working conditions, hygiene 

and health). 

Case 2, Millenium Bank: In contrast, the Millenium was a paradoxical case. Although reported 

as a success media relations story, the launching of the Christmas Tree in the Unirii Square, on the 

1st of December 2007 (the National Day of Romania), produced a nightmarish effect: cars’ 

congestion, people running to catch the momentum of the tree lightening, children lost by their 

parents, and a climate of collective panic. As a result, many of the follow up activities were 

cancelled in order to avoid further public turbulences. The Millenium Bank, the sponsor of this 

pseudo-event, emerged in 2007 on the Romanian market in a context of acute competition (40 

existing banks) and after a takeover failure of the Commercial Bank of Romania in 2006. With the 

ambition of achieving the leadership of the sector, Millenium conceived a big pseudo event and 

erected in December a Christmas tree made of steel. An aggressive media campaign and a teasing 

form of publicity preceded the official event of the tree lighting and produced an effect of media 

over exposure. Consequently, the number of participants at the event was much higher that 

expected and created a tumultuous crowd difficult to manage and control. In the evaluation12, it 

was reported than over 77 % of respondents referred positively to the event and 42 % associated 

the event with the brand of Millenium Bank. 

The overall evaluation was positive and by the results the campaign was a success story. 

Nevertheless, in the following days after inauguration, mass-media started to comment on various 

ecological issues around the energy consuming as well as the pollution caused by the artificial tree. 

As regards the highness of the tree, a symbol of the “gift” made by Millenium to the citizen of 

Bucharest, the media started to be doubtful and conveyed this message to the public. In spite of 

                                                             
12 Post-event evaluation facts provided by the PR Agency that provided consultancy on the event, free presentation by 

Eliza Rogalski, Managing Partner, series of 4 workshops organized for the benefit of the Faculty of Letters, 

Department of CPR, November 2009. Cf. Mon beau sapin.pdf, not published. 



the media controversies, it has been memorised as one of the most famous community events: over 

120.000 persons gathered in the Unirii square and in its surroundings, a presence similar to the 

gathering in the revolution squares during the events of December 1989. The event registered one 

of the highest media coverage and public impact in the last decade, reaching a rate card value over 

1 million euros. 

 

Analysis and Proposal for Advanced Methodology 

We wanted to see the reasons of such fluctuating public attitude and we could notice that the entire 

event was constructed as a ritual, and this ritualism was meant to prevent possible failure and 

crises. Some patterns were used, like: fascination of power, attraction to the unknown, 

exceptionality of the event, emotions linked to community affiliation (National day of Romania, 

Christmas Holidays, and Bucharest urban festivities), and desires of collective emancipation and 

self-esteem (the people with the biggest Christmas tree). All of these and other prove an effort of 

mass manipulation of cultural identities and values. It is not our intention to elaborate on the 

corporate intentions. We can only state that risk taking by the company was so high in its attempt 

to influence the people that ignored that level of a high uncertainty avoidance of the Romanians 

(Hofstede, 2005). It created a post-event crisis. No direct communication was used or any other 

direct messages. The case was reported as a success story of corporate branding and the sales of 

the banking products increased. However, media boycotted the false symbolism of the tree and the 

Millenium Bank never repeated that type of social experience, and limited itself to that unique 

performance. No other company followed the example, so in the last years all Christmas trees 

placed in the public squares have been provided by the municipality of Bucharest. 

The two corporate stories were correct in the given context, yet limited for the long term effects. 

In the case of Dacia Group the management made an option for direct response to the publics. 

Media and personal placement were used to reassure the consumers about the safety of the Dacia 

cars, or, in the second case, about the corporate stability of Dacia Company in spite of its 

confrontation with several general strikes. The relationship to internal stakeholders was a decisive 

factor in maintaining the good reputation of the company. Communication to internal publics had 

to be continuous and constant in order to prevent any negative messages referring to the financial 

situation and maintain visibility and trust in Dacia products and brands (such as LOGAN) even in 

times of crises. 



From the technical point of view (e.g. rigour in the treatment of publics, post event 

communication), the risks were better handled by Dacia Group and less by the Millenium Bank. 

In fact, the public attachment to the issues differs in the two cases. First of all, we should mention 

the definition of the two corporate products: an engineered product (a car) opposed to an abstract 

exchange value (bank financial products made symbolically the equivalent of a corporate “gift”). 

The nature of the product is conditional for risk taking, and it is also conditioned by the cultural 

setting. Romanians manifest a stronger attachment to media and infotainment, and they are easily 

persuadable or dissuadable. 

Their dependence on the TV (which remains the first medium for news and publicity, according 

to Media Factbook 2009) made them extremely vulnerable to icons and to any other forms of 

visual symbolism. The national vulnerability caused by the geographical marginality compared to 

the European territories (Romanians often repeat a saying of Henri Poincaré about the position of 

Romania at the “gates of the Orient”), as well as the media polarization and a higher level of 

collectivism, encourage the public enrollment in pseudo-events. Secondarily, the cycle of the risk 

assumption and crisis actualization is rather different in events provoking collateral damages of 

guerilla PR (as it was the case of Millenium), which do not follow the normal curve of issue 

development. In this latter case, the creativity and the originality of the corporate publicity acted 

as an effective camouflage of the corporate crisis. 

Two models are detectable in the presented cases and apply for all the sequences of the crisis (pre-

crisis events, acute phase of crisis, post-crisis management):  

I. The first model is a transmission or multiple-flow information model, based on media and 

internal communication, which most scholars recommend (Coombs, 2006; Bouzon, 2004; 

Regester & Larkin, 1997). This model would be called a “canonical” way out of crisis, for 

it becomes effective through exposing the audience to the issue and creating a solid ground 

for risk management. The approach is rational and based on evidenced facts and events. 

Over-exposure might be a further risk if the flow of information is not well managed. This 

is the approach of the Communication Directorate of the Dacia Group who chose to follow 

a procedural way. Industrial corporations qualify for its application, since they follow 

“engineering” approach to mould social consensus. Other groups might not be able or not 

wish to apply this model. Emotional public responses to this approach demonstrated the 



limitation of the rational model in the actual époque (the public is inclined to acknowledge 

personal and emotional experiences rather than accept solid evidence against its will). 

II. The second one is the ritual model of communication, as discussed by James Carey: “a 

ritual view of communication is directed not toward the extension of messages in space but 

toward the maintenance of society in time; not the act of imparting information but the 

representation of shared beliefs” (cf. McQuail & Windahl, 2001, p. 51). This is the 

approach of the Millenium Bank, which chose to adopt it in view of reaching a net brand 

differentiation. The metaphor of the Christmas tree that McQuail & Windahl (ibid.) use for 

defining the effects and impact of the ritual communication is coincidentally the name of 

the symbolic object of our case (the Christmas tree erected by the Millenium Bank in the 

Unirii square in Bucharest). In spite of the fact that a higher public impact is obtained, the 

ritual communication generates more risks in terms of social action by creating a collective 

form of symbolic attachment quite difficult to manage. Unlike the procedural model, the 

ritual form of communication is emotional and not based on facts or evidenced information. 

The post event comments of the press about the toxic waste with CO2 resulting from the 

installation of the tree represents a rational treatment of the event, with little impact on the 

population. Ritual communication has a synergic effect and it cannot be counteracted by 

procedures. It is either a success or a total failure. In this case, it functioned well due to its 

originality, but little precautions were taken to prevent the social risks. As it often happens 

in the entertainment industry, it was considered a minor-risk event. The models indicate 

that the planning was correct and both cases were successfully from the technical point of 

view and adopted the best circumstantial solution. However, the offered solution partially 

resolved the risks associated with the overall moral and social issues (stability, national 

pride, public respect, wellbeing etc.); as a result, in the same contexts, the same kind of 

public opposition might happen. 

 

Toward a Meta-Communication Model of Crisis Management 

A third model of communication in preventing or managing crisis is the meta-communication 

model using moral arguments. It is neither information-based, nor ritual like. The particularity of 

the approach is the negotiated meaning. It consists in its adaptability to the actors involved in one 

conflict, due to their common interest in keeping the situation stable. The communication is based 



on social meaning created within a defined context and culturally endorsed by a community, a 

group or people network. The reference we make is the work of Habermas about “Moral 

Consciousness and Communicative Action”, which refers to the cultural value implied by any act 

of social communication: “By entering into a process of moral argumentation, the participants 

continue their communicative action in a reflexive attitude with the aim of restoring a consensus 

that has been disrupted. Moral argumentation thus serves to settle conflicts of action by consensual 

means.” (Habermas, 2000, pp. 68-69). From the linguistic point of view, meta-communication 

resides in an argumentative discourse that engages both parts in resolving a social issue through 

dialectic of arguments (as in the Socratic dialogues). The condition is to treat any issue by revealing 

its moral ground and its inner causes.  

The canonical way of treating the critical issues in public relations implies the unilateral treatment 

of their negative effects by explaining them to the prejudiced people (through various strategies, 

from denial to full apology). The meta-communication approach based on ethical discourse aims 

at launching the moral reasons of an issue by reducing it to simpler sentences of truth and false. 

The conversation advances according to the method of maieutics. It has been used in Plato’s 

Dialogues and it is seldom use in political argumentation (e.g. President Barack Obama’s 

speeches). 

Meta-communication, which basically refers to the process of reflective communication. This is 

the approach of the Millenium Bank, which chose to adopt it in view of reaching a net brand 

differentiation. The metaphor of the Christmas tree that McQuail & Windahl (ibid.) use for 

defining the effects and impact of the ritual communication is coincidentally the name of the 

symbolic object of our case (the Christmas tree erected by the Millenium Bank in the Unirii square 

in Bucharest). In spite of the fact that a higher public impact is obtained, the ritual communication 

generates more risks in terms of social action by creating a collective form of symbolic attachment 

quite difficult to manage. Unlike the procedural model, the ritual form of communication is 

emotional and not based on facts or evidenced information. The post event comments of the press 

about the toxic waste with CO2 resulting from the installation of the tree represents a rational 

treatment of the event, with little impact on the population. Ritual communication has a synergic 

effect and it cannot be counteracted by procedures. It either a success or a total failure. In this case, 

it functioned well due to its originality, but little precautions were taken to prevent the social risks. 

As it often happens in the entertainment industry, it was considered a minor-risk event. 



The models indicate that the planning was correct and both cases were successfully from the 

technical point of view and adopted the best circumstantial solution. However, the offered solution 

partially resolved the risks associated with the 

overall moral and social issues (stability, national pride, public respect, wellbeing etc.); as a result, 

in the same contexts, the same kind of public opposition might happen. 

 

Final Remarks 

The occurrence of the corporate crisis is a complex and mostly unexpected experience. It implies 

structural, systemic changes at the organisational level, urgent acceptance of risks and sharp 

decision at the management level, as well as adopting long term vision by the change leaders 

(Haywood, 2005). Irrespective of the causes and factors, which may vary from external to intrinsic 

ones, the discontinuities provoked by any crisis are irreversible and affect the long term 

performance of the institution. 

In addition to this general view, it is acknowledged that social and cultural environment (at national 

or local level) contribute to the amplification of any crisis. In spite of the fact that most research 

methodologies focused on certain patterns of crisis management, it is often observed that cultural 

factors modify the conditions that generate, surround and strengthen a communication crisis (Lull, 

2007). Since the public response is shaped differently in various communities and cultures, single 

organisational models are insufficient to approach local cases and explain how and when processes 

like persuasion or building relationships work better. In addition, media (old and new) represent 

an important intensifier of value adoption, especially in revived democracies like those in Eastern 

Europe. The meta-communication models might help organisation in their intercultural adaptation 

to various local communities and groups. 
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Public Relations in transition societies: which publics, which methods, 

what impact1 

  

 

Rationale 

The present case is looked at from two perspectives: a critical and a subjective one, 

developed in the form of an essay about the panorama of current ideas and practices that 

are active at the national level, and an empirical pressure to find a measure to rationalise 

the plethora of institutional practices in Public Relations that have emerged during the 

last decade in our society. The methods used are desk analysis, observation and expert 

view, and most of illustrations are based on a combination of theoretical and practical 

work conducted by myself or in association with my colleagues and students at Bachelor 

and Master Degrees. The (hypo) thesis is simple: any transition economy implies a 

deregulation of the social tissue at all levels, especially at the grassroots level.  

Are these changes also important for setting up new rules of conduct in Public Relations 

or in other communication practices like advertising or direct marketing? One might say 

that practices like corporate PR are global and not affected by any other ideological 

distortions. The discussion here does not refer to mass media or to the use of new 

technologies affecting PR, as we generally accept that media of all kinds are an essential 

motor of ideology setting. The statements we infer are mostly related to the analysis of 

the public sphere of a society in transition and consequently to the analysis of the 

communication sphere of this kind of society.  

 

The Transition Society/Economy 

Transition is a complex term and it refers to policies, economies, and cultures. The 

concept of “transition” as applied to the economies of post-communist countries in 

Central and Eastern Europe is far from being an homogenous process: transition towards 

democracy, towards capitalism i.e. free market and private property, and not least 

                                                
1 Paper presented at 7th Annual EUPRERA Congress “New Challenges for Public Relations”, 10-13 

November 2005, Lisbon, Portugal.  
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towards new mentalities, in terms of social and political representations. Therefore 

transition has been and continues to be defined as a process of moving countries/ 

communities at different speeds and rates from centrally planned economies and policies 

to market economy and democracy.  “Being in transition” has been a statement used in 

most cases to cover or “undercover” dreams and aspirations which were not totally 

sustained by political realities. Some of the countries faced deep crises at all levels, and a 

change of paradigm needed to be adopted in order to re-establish the rule of law and the 

state of democracy. In some others, new regulatory frameworks were implemented in 

constant progress, and those societies reached new structures by consensus. Even after 

the ratification of the admission of the so-called “new member states” in 2004, the main 

theme of all transition processes in the remaining countries and territories (the two 

candidate countries - RO and BL-, the partner countries in Western Balkans and Turkey) 

continues to be the transition towards “accession” in the European Union, in the sense 

that most of the transition measures are accession driven.  

In general terms, “transition” would serve as an interpretation tool, which can be 

associated and be applied to any post-crisis social development. It thus allows observing 

the alteration of the social texture. Transition aims at progress, but the way progress is 

achieved is a different story. The shift in governance and the political transition 

contributed to opening up a different configuration of the public sphere, but to what 

extent has this enhanced public sphere been transferred to individuals who are not yet 

capable of responding to the no longer planned and controlled economic and social 

environment? The capitalization on human resources through the practice of new 

collective attitudes and life styles based on private property and free competition, wealth 

and mass consumption, the emancipation of the civil rights or the free access to 

information and opinion formation seem to have provoked profound social disequilibria. 

 

Public communication in transition societies 

Transition and norms  

Although phenomena of transition and anomie coexist, it is difficult to say which of them 

represents the decisive factor. Models of public communication, based on persuasion and 

classic rhetoric, ignore the phenomenon of “transition”. Actually any PR process (or 
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“influence” process) is a response to a transitional state. If public relations should be 

considered a techne (gr.) or ars (lat.) then PR represent the process of transforming nature 

into technology and culture, an art of forming the unformed and marking the unmarked. 

Should we then understand that the boosting avidity for communication of today’s 

publics is determined by the fuzziness of their social and economic status? And should 

PR be the instrument to respond and convey this fuzzy state into an articulated one? Is 

that a compensatory role of PR in disrupted societies? 

As a matter of fact, if we compare European states by opposing the continuous (the so 

called old member states) to the disrupted (the “new member states” together with the 

candidates), we can say that European post-communist democracies - among which the 

Romanian one - are more likely to adopt a vigorous, even effervescent communication 

style.  Is PR or publicity as such deceptively introducing norms and rules in social 

structures in which they no longer exist?   

Ambiguity about “public” and “private” is the key element of disrupting collective 

societies and of transforming them into fragmented ones: traditional aspects of public 

identity and the constitutional interests continue to be ruled by a strong State, in debate 

with some parts of civil society groups, marking complex and large interest issues on a 

public agenda, while private-led viewpoints emerge in a hectic way and impose public 

agenda single, short-sided issues (or “hot issues”). Consequently, the media will reflect 

disproportionately public regulated issues vs. private non-regulated issues, as it did last 

year in the case of low coverage of the strike of educationalists vs. high coverage of the 

prime-minister’s interference in justice affairs (debates in the media were vehement about 

his private phone call to get informed about a case of economic prosecution). A 

disruptive society respects no more private issues (consequently it raises controversial 

aspects of lobbying), it requires total conversion to public transparency. The second issue 

was largely covered and discussed in depth by all media, and transformed into a political 

issue, while the strike generated mostly general statements related to the status of 

teachers and low rate investment in education and remained marginal until union leaders 

refused to resume the conflict and stopped the teaching process for almost one month.  It 

is interesting to outline that media can no longer treat complex issues as such and the role 
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of PR practitioners would be to simplify for the press the multifaceted issues into separate 

specific issues.  

We should also mention that we are confronted with a communication market dominated 

by two phenomena: the high expansion of telecommunications (mobile phone operations 

run mostly by two dominant brands Orange and Connex, the last one being subject to a 

recent takeover by Vodafone) and the advertising boom. Some factors are the main 

reasons for that: 

 Increased (disproportionate) consumption (2005 warnings of International 

Monetary Fund to the Romanian Government on the alarming gap between 

consumption and productive investment); 

 Disparities in media consumption, especially electronic media (in 2003 only 7% 

of  Romanians use  the Internet weekly, not necessarily from home); disparities 

caused mostly by geographic disparities and residence, e.g. TV prime time ratings 

based on urban audiences.  

 Fluctuating/ disloyal consumption (traditionalist/ past-oriented or experimentalist 

lifestyles dominate the Romanian consumer behaviour) 

 Orientation towards global and local  brands  (visual orientation, based on events 

and TV) 

 

Which publics: how to define transition publics?  

Social transition by essence contributes to changing different strata and moral order. It 

thus creates polarization of goals, needs and expectations.  

Two types of polarization are visible for the transition publics in Romania. One is based 

on the power shift created by the transition.  

 Political polarization, raised by the role of State versus private sector;  

 Economic polarization, created by the phenomenon of mass consumption in 

transition economies.  

Based on the limit of public power which results from the above separation, the tendency 

of the last years show a progressive division of the current publics into two main 

categories: 
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 State/political orientation, more interested in public affairs (res publica) than in 

corporate values and principles;  

 Strong/elite economic interest groups and companies more oriented towards 

corporate values.  

 

Governed by a coalition of social-democrats and liberals, the Romanian public agenda 

tends to be, on the hand, highly influenced by the presidential exercise, while interest 

groups are represented by private economic interests and run by a government with 

liberal prime minister.  

Recent debates in the summer of 2005 on the functions of lobby show how different the 

perceptions of these groups are and expand into the public sphere: the State/presidential 

point of view accentuates the need for regulating lobby professional activities and 

functions by law; various interest groups, including the media and professional groups, 

were more in favour of regulating the professional practice by standards, norms and 

deontological principles.  

The second polarization is the result of the public software, which means the alteration of 

social traditional classes and a change in lifestyle. Based on the above four terms (see 

supra, p. 4), we can categorize the publics into eight derived opposite styles:    

 

1. Based on consumption: functional consumers (based on modern or 

postmodern values and lifestyles) vs. emulated consumers (followers).  

2. Based on media attainment: visual vs. electronic. N.B. print media audiences 

tend to be regrouped into the above categories. 

3. Based on loyal/consistent orientation: long term (planned) vs. short term 

(short side consumption, based on sales promotions & advertising); 

4. Based on response to the global branding: subtle (global oriented) vs. 

acquisitive consumers (niche oriented). 

 Within such a polarized context of public agenda setting, the role of public relations is 

called back to the prime functions of PR such as public information or publicity. As 

reflected in the service portfolio of PR agencies, the largest institutional capacity or 
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Romanian PR is directed toward event planning & management and publicity (more and 

more transformed into online-publicity).  

Corporate PR is more focused on media tracking, media coordination & management and 

branding.   Timid steps are made in the area of internal communication, unless it is a part 

of the internal social responsibility. 

 

A case in transition: Romanian brands 

It is an assumption that branding becomes an ideology of our time, a prophecy that has 

generated a model of corporate conduct and a philosophy of communication (see 

American viewpoints like Tom Peters’, Al Ries & L. Ries’, etc).  

The rise of national or local brands becomes the new prophecy of PR theorists and 

practitioners in transition periods as well. The attraction for branding can be explained by 

its dramatic capacity of changing identities. An identity change operates as the main 

advertiser in transition.  In this respect, transition is not only related to post communism, 

it applies to western corporations as well. “Re-inventing the corporation” is a concept of 

the ‘80s already (Naisbitt & Aburdene), and recently the giant Microsoft speaks openly 

about its reinventing strategy2.   

In the case of Romania, branding entered the communication market as a business-led 

concept, it was “confiscated” by advertising, and it remained less pertinent in PR until 

recently, most precisely from autumn 2003, due to the intense mediation of Wally Olins’ 

conference in Bucharest as well as the circulation of his guide on identity and branding.  

Specialists and practitioners started to refer systematically to branding from a PR 

perspective and the main associations of students and professionals launched focused 

events on how branding operates. Moreover, the year 2005 seems to be the “Nation 

branding” year as all current events have gone and go still around the issue of branding 

Romania3.  

 

                                                
2 Special dossier Microsoft in Business Week translated for BIZ, no. 84, 19 April-2 May 2004, pp. 18-25. 
3 See Mircea Martin, “ Imaginea Romaniei si rolul diasporei in promovarea ei” and Mircea-Roman 

Patapievici, “ Chestiunea ridicata de brandul de tara”, in Conferences of Cuvantul Magazine, no. 8 (338), 

august 2005, online versions in www. romaniaculturala.ro. See also a controversial point of view of Mihai 

Ghyka –“Branding Romania – vaporul scufundat in port”, in Gandul, Tuesday, 25 October 2005, online at 

www.brandingromania.ro  
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A special case is nevertheless represented by the corporate brands, and two have raised 

public attention in the last year, namely the TVR branding (the public national Romanian 

TV company), which has now finished the campaign, PETROM (a Romanian oil and gas 

company that merged with OMV) and last, but not least BCR (the Romanian Commercial 

Bank), which is facing an acquisition process.  

As regard the last one, at least two cover stories in recent issues of Business Magazine (a 

weekly supplement of the Financial Newspaper) prove that BCR’s acquisition and brand 

potential is a recurrent topic. National brands: Transition or deletion seems to be the 

concern of business media specialists. As nationalism in all forms is banned by 

democratic public opinion in Europe, the emergence or disappearance of national brands 

becomes the new myth of national identity. Losing brands is equivalent with ”losing 

face” and transition puts emphasis on promoting and creating strong new brands that 

might overcome transitory stages instead of letting local brands be assimilated.  

We are therefore confronted with this dilemma of marketing and PR communication in 

transition economies: in the context of instability and relatively low production and 

investment capacity, should market drives stay as the only forces in place to examine and 

assimilate state symbols like national brands, shouldn’t they be challenged and balanced 

by other drives like brand communication & PR? In the last decade all market forces 

show that brands value more than corporate assets. We could all see that all over the 

transition markets, new local brands on simple natural products as food and drinks 

emerged and registered to gain market value. Most of them were created with nothing 

else than effective communication tools, as RAI (which means “heaven” in Romanian), a 

local wine brand from Murfatlar region (South East Romania, near the Black Sea) that 

has been largely publicized in Romania in the last year.  

 

What impact? 

What becomes important is to examine to what extent the transition creates new forms of 

public communication for the publics previously identified. Does it reflect these 

polarization factors? Should, for instance, national branding be an issue of the political or 

governmental communication, or should it be left, as in western old democracies to 

private communicators and judged by private consumers? It goes back to what Ferdinand 
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Tönnies distinguished between gemeinschaft and gesellshaft, how much is governed by 

communities and interest groups and how much by the state as polis, the political sphere 

of interest. 

It is hard to state that grassroots PR exist in transition societies, to the extent that it exists 

such a practice would help publics to get confidence in their public or private partners by 

means of what Edward Bernays called the “engineering of consent”. The ideology of 

branding subversively attenuates the critical involvement of local publics. Most brands 

did not create brand awareness for inside publics; their first ambition is to gain strengths 

for going regional and global and compete on larger markets. From this point of view, 

any actual society becomes a “transition” one. The term is obsolete in communication, 

although still relevant for the regeneration process in economy. On the other hand, there 

are signs of significant responses by the society, in terms of community and group 

solidarity created by communication and PR tools. An example is also suggested by the 

2005 campaign for Maggi in Romania, a soup brand of Nestlé which started to be 

advertised for as a form of sales promotion and ended up by creating brand awareness in 

the target communities. The process was simple: to win a prize of 1000 Euro, consumers 

had to display the Maggi heart-shaped logo on their windows. A contamination process 

was created so that more people than actual consumers put the sticky logos on their 

windows just for fun or mutual recognition. In a simple way, we may therefore say that 

branding in transition societies like Romania serves as a repairing and recovering tool for 

regaining community wisdom.   

Bizarre enough, in April 2005 press articles criticized vehemently the campaign for 

Maggi under the accusation of being run illegally4. Apparently the company did not pay 

the local tax for posting information in community public areas. The National Authority 

for Consumer Protection denied its competence in the case, one well known advertising 

specialist saluted the success, while sociologists manifested against the campaign as it 

was deceiving and immoral. Once again, the polarization strikes: what communities 

admitted tacitly, “authorities” attacked openly in print media. Once again is the State vs. 

interest groups, and the groups in fight between functional vs. emulating through visuals 

vs. prints. 

                                                
4 Cotidianul, April 2005, available online at www.cotidianul.ro 
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Relations Publiques versus Publicité dans la formation de l’opinion 

publique en Roumanie1  

 

 

 

Relations publiques versus publicité: quel sens, quelle direction, quelle relevance? 

Nous assistons à une évolution exceptionnelle de la société contemporaine quant aux 

produits publicitaires. Ici, en Roumanie, comme ailleurs, on se prend à ce jeu, on finit par 

y croire. Pourtant, le marché se spécialise de plus en plus non seulement dans le domaine 

des médias, mais surtout dans la définition des stratégies communicationnelles. 

L’utilisation des médias reste le royaume de la publicité. Lorsque celle-ci s’avère moins 

efficace, on peut nommer le cas de perte de réputation, les entreprises font recours aux 

exercices des Relations Publiques (RP). Il est attesté que les deux domaines sont 

différents2. Pourquoi les relations publiques ne portent-elles sur les mêmes valeurs que la 

publicité? Tout en parlant d’un objet commun de recherche – il s’agit de l’opinion 

publique - les deux domaines construisent leur discours à partir des agendas différents3. 

Et si d’une part la publicité a sa puissance particulière, due à l’usage extensif des médias, 

dans la mesure d’autre part où les médias même se comportent d’une manière assez 

imprévisible, il est évident que la publicité seule ne peut pas engendrer un espace 

publique équilibré de point de vue de la communication. Le marché publicitaire est en 

pleine expansion en Roumanie. Par contre, les RP sont moins visibles: des entreprises de 

taille petite ou moyenne, qui font des RP d’enveniment ou des BTLs4. Même que tout le 

monde soit d’accord sur la définition des RP comme fonction de management, la 

consultation stratégique est assez limitée, sauf la gestion de la crise corporative, qui reste 

                                                
1 Communication soutenue à l’occasion de la première conférence internationale francophone en Sciences 

de l’Information et de la Communication (SIFSC), Xème Colloque Bilatéral Franco-Roumain, Université 

de Bucarest, 28 Juin - 2 Juillet 2003.  
2 Voir par exemple, Cristian Florin Popescu - Dicţionar explicativ de jurnalism, relatii publice şi 

publicitate, Tritonic, Bucureşti, 2002. 
3 Nous avons intentionné un jeu prépositionnel en latin entre versus et adversus (contre). En fait, les RP ne 

s’opposent pas à la publicité, au contraire, sous l’impact des TIC, elles se dirigent vers la publicité, parfois 

vers la propagande, en perdant leur caractère de dialogue, de débat et de raisonnement publique.  
4 engl. amer below -the- line pour exprimer les activités de promotion et de marketing direct. 

 



une des menaces la plus fréquente de compagnies contemporaine de grande taille.  Il est 

évident que les RP s’arrogent la communication de la crise, dont les solutions sont moins 

gérables dans le champ publicitaire.  

Le thème de cette intervention porte sur les questions de la formation de l’opinion 

publique et de l’évolution des RP en Roumanie, vu d’une part, le revirement des valeurs 

démocratiques post ‘90 et l’imminence d’adhésion aux structures de l’Union Européenne, 

et d’autre part,  l’équilibre précaire de la société civile dans un contexte de transformation 

du rôle de l’Etat même5. A cela se rattache l’ambiguïté des pratiques en ce qui concerne 

l’utilisation des termes promotion et information, qui en fait doivent se séparer en 

« pratiques publicitaires » et « pratiques de type support/conseil » ou destinées à soutenir 

les intérêts exprimés dans la sphère publique. C’est sur ce besoin de préciser la position 

du récepteur que jouent les RP. Et qu’est-ce qu’il veut, le récepteur: d’une part, 

l’audience publicitaire veut qu’on vende, on influence à la limite de manipulation, on 

devienne l’esclave des médias ; au contraire, le publique des RP attend qu’on pratique 

l’accord social, on fasse  confiance aux groups d’intérêt et on accepte le partage 

d’expériences communes? 

Plus que la publicité, une autre pratique s’avère encore plus puissante: il s’agit de la 

propagande.6 Tout en contestant le passé totalitaire en Roumanie, la propagande continue 

d’être évoquée, analysée, interprétée, identifiée parmi les plus forts pouvoirs de 

structuration de la sphère publique7. D’ailleurs, on parle moins de la publicité, et 

beaucoup plus de la culture des médias, que révèle le nouveau dogmatisme du récepteur 

contemporain.8 

Pour tenter de comprendre la dynamique des RP dans un espace publicitaire abusif, nous 

avons choisi de formuler quelques remarques sur l’articulation des pratiques de la 

communication publique, illustré par l’exemple roumain. Le sens de rapport entre RP et 

                                                
5 Il ne s’agit ni d’une enquête nationale, ni d’un autre type de démarche représentative sur l’espace des 

communications en Roumanie. Le terme est utilisé pour définir le caractère national des opérateurs 

(professionnels RP, médias).  
6 Jacques Ellul, Propagande, Economica, Paris, 1990.  
7 Dans un ouvrage de Paul Dumitriu publié en 1994, sur les « Paradoxes de la politique », on lit 
l’affirmation sans équivoque que la stabilité géopolitique de la nation roumaine est fondée sur la 

consolidation des quatre institutions-clé nationales, c’est-à-dire une police bien organisée, une armée forte, 

un service secret très efficace et une diplomatie active. Voir Paul Dumitriu, Paradoxele politice, Ed. 

Didactică şi pedagogică, 1994, p. 130.   
8 Voir Douglas Kellner, Cultura media, édition roumaine publiée par Institutul European, Iasi, 2001.  



la publicité est donc, comme la préposition latine versus l’indique, un sens de 

déplacement horizontal. Il est généré d’une part, par la tendance du marché de construire 

les RP avec des moyens publicitaires, voire de vente directe (en termes de marketing). 

Les médias d’autre part, surtout la télévision, exercent une influence considérable sur 

l’emploi de temps libre des citoyens roumains, surtout dans les milieux urbains. 

Comment s’explique-t-il un tel processus? En première place, par l’état d’immaturité des 

RP dans l’espace publique roumain. La communauté des spécialistes ne se sont pas mis 

d’accord sur le profil du marché des RP en Roumanie. Les travaux théoriques font peu 

d’effort pour articuler une position sur les mécanismes de la production des RP. Au 

contraire, s’adressant aux techniciens de la communication, les spécialistes s’adressent en 

fait aux pratiques médiatiques. Il va de soi que ce traitement renforce le statut de la 

publicité face aux RP.  

Evidemment, ce serait une erreur d’oublier le caractère global (international) et 

interculturel d’un tel marché.  Pourtant, les stratégies sont profondément influencées par 

les pratiques de la culture du pays, des diverses régions et niveaux locaux. C’est ainsi que 

la valeur ajoutée des RP devient visible. Dès que les approches se transforment, prennent 

une tournure culturelle, ils permettent que les gens s’approprient l’usage de la 

communication publique d’une façon plus personnelle. Ce qui compte, c’est la formation 

d’un public éclairé, qui donne expression à son idéologie communautaire9. C’est 

seulement envers ce public que les RP peuvent s’exercer, et non pas sur la masse. Il faut 

en effet que tels publiques sont pris comme des « communautés de décision », qu’ils aient 

leur fonction déterminée, que des liaisons et des réseaux soient établies au niveau de cette 

communauté. Excepte l’étude des partis politiques, ces publics éclairés ne sont pas 

étudiés par les ouvrages sur les RP en Roumanie. Remarquons d’ailleurs un état de 

suspicion parmi les employeurs du marché roumain, quelle que soit leur origine ou 

culture, qui empêche l’accès normal aux informations sur les stratégies d’envisager les 

publiques cibles. Leur justification correspond, en partie tout au moins, au caractère 

exclusif de cette information. Mais, en réalité, on se heurt à la mentalité de non 

                                                
9 « Publique éclairé » : dans le sens classique donné par les économistes français de XVIIIème siècle, il 

s’agit d’un publique cultivé de nature civile, muni par de pouvoir critique et politique, apud Jurgen 

Habermas, Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit (1990), éd. roumaine, Ed. Univers, CEU Press, Bucureşti, 

1998.  



transparence de la part d’entreprises privées et publiques, à un refus de se laisser 

examiner et mises en question.  

Est-ce qu’on peut parler d’un tel exercice d’appropriation communicationnelle? Le type 

de consommation en Roumanie après les années ’90 nous conduit à la formulation  de la 

capacité des réponses du récepteur. L’infidélité du consommateur roumain  est évidente. 

C’est le signe de la consommation d’ostentation10. Pour le fidéliser, il faut bâtir sur 

l’image de marque, et l’image de marque se transmet d’une façon plus commerciale via 

publicité11.  Au début des années ’90, le consommateur roumain se méfiait de la publicité 

tour en restant séduit par la consommation de masse. Aujourd’hui, les grandes entreprises 

recourent déjà aux investigations sur les valeurs de la consommation de niche et le style 

de vie du consommateur.12  

Le déplacement de la pratique des RP vers la publicité s’établit surtout à cause de la 

confusion entre communication en tant que processus et le message, en tant que contenu 

de la communication. C’est une réduction métonymique, à cause de laquelle tout 

processus communicationnel tourne autour de la formulation créative d’un contenu, et 

d’un message qui devient le thème central de la campagne publicitaire, voire le slogan.  

On constate le même fait par exemple au sujet de la suprématie des manuels face au 

curriculum scolaire. Dans la mesure où les RP finissent par se comporter en simple 

administrateur des messages, quelle que soit leur position institutionnelle, elles tendent à 

affaiblir leur capacité de cristallisation de l’opinion publique.13 

Alors on arrive à constater que la pratique des RP s’éloigne du sens théorique du terme. 

L’enseignement académique de la discipline continue à considérer la pratique des RP 

comme une expérience de communication intégrée et globale, lorsqu’elle construit, en 

réalité, une pratique sectorielle, créant plutôt un puzzle informationnel en guise de 

                                                
10 Dans son ouvrage de 1996, Mihaela Miron relève les aspects de la consommation d’ostentation en 

Roumanie dans la dernière décennie, soulignant les traîts d’atmosphère de vente et de prix en dépit de ceux 

qui portent sur l’identité de marque. Voir Mihaela Miron, Comportamentul consumatorului, Ed. All, 

Bucureşti, 1996, pp. 55-57.  
11 Ibidem.  
12 Même les sociétés d’état transformées en sociétés commerciales, comme la Compagnie Nationale de 
Poste, font recours à des procédés d’investigation de type VALS (Values and Lifestyles, Standford 

Research Institute). Cette société a commandé uné étude sur la perception de marque et les attitudes des 

consommateurs des services postales, sur la base d’un contrat avec D&D Research pendant l’année 2002.  
13 Au sens classique lancé par l’américain Edward Bernays dans les années 30 dans son ouvrage 

Crystallising Public Opinion (1923).  



consultation publique.   

Pourquoi les relations publiques se construisent-elles à l’intérieur de l’espace 

publicitaire? D’abord, ce déplacement provient de l’histoire des RP, une discipline que 

naît de la publicité et des institutions médiatiques, la presse en première place. On sait, en 

outre, que la publicité comporte encore un sens d’expression libre des idées et des 

opinions des citoyens. Ces remarques nous conduisent donc à la constatation que 

l’opinion est libre dans la mesure où la publicité est libre. De plus, l’éducation même du 

consommateur accompagne les voies de l’éducation pour la publicité, ainsi qu’on puisse 

parler d’une nouvelle alphabétisation ou literacy publicitaire.  

Enfin, qu’est que c’est que les RP ? Les définitions anglo-saxonnes font des précisions 

sur les RP du point de vue de management. Elles sont une fonction de management, 

articulée sur les relations entre une organisation déterminée et ses publics. Autres 

définitions parlent de la propagande ou des propagandes, des cultures de médias et de 

l’impact des nouvelles technologies. Il est clair que, en dehors de l’organisation, il n’y a 

pas vraiment une raison d’existence pour les RP. Parfois on s’appuie sur la 

communication politique ou la construction d’images. Au sein du Département de la 

Communication et des RP de la Faculté des Lettres de l’Université de Bucarest, les RP 

sont fondées sur un champ interdisciplinaire, tenant compte de la diversité des approches 

linguistiques et communicationnelle développés par le champ philologiques, mais aussi 

de la filière sociologique des études sur la communication de masse. 

A l’extérieur, les RP sont plutôt un champ plein de tensions et attentes, qu’on utilise de 

moins en moins dans son autonomie et de plus en plus pour entamer les emplois 

publicitaires.   

 

Le secteur non- lucratif : la faiblesse de la construction de l’opinion publique 

Tout ce nous venons de dire vaut également lorsque les RP s’appliquent sur les secteurs 

non commerciales, à caractère non lucratif. Une analyse commencée il y a quelques 

années (2001) avec les étudiants de l’année terminale de la spécialisation communication 

et relations publiques, nous offre la possibilité de constater qu’un nombre important des 

organisations à but non lucratif se montrent assez faibles face aux demandes de 

construction stratégique de leur image par rapport à leur publique cible. Un corpus des 



descriptions des profils réalisé sur les plus représentatives des organisations de type 

missionnaire ou fournisseurs des services culturelles et éducationnelles porte l’évidence 

de l’usage des médias comme transmetteur mécanique de leur messages, en absence de 

toute préoccupation de la définition de leur mission et leur publique. En fait, ce qui leur 

arrive c’est une substitution de leur publique par les audiences des différents médias 

choisies. Il est clair que la planification, comme élément central de construction 

stratégique est la substance qui manque à ces démarches communicationnelles. En 

conséquence, toute démarche de RP donne l’impression d’une exécution artisanale. 

Malgré le caractère public des produits et des services de ce secteur, leur construction 

identitaire, comme principal instrument des RP, est très faible. Bien loin qu’elle diminue 

son rôle, à cause du manque d’esprit commercial, la publicité devient inopportunément le 

seul porteur de l’identité d’organisation.  

Il y a trois ans qu’on continue à faire ce monitoring du secteur non lucratif ou non profit. 

La situation n’a pas changé d’une façon significative. Toutefois, les organisations ont 

développé une certaine capacité de répondre d’une façon plus nuancée aux questions liées 

au milieu communicationnel extérieur, spécialement pour l’organisation des événements. 

Il y a quelques années, les sondages révélaient un taux de 80 % des citoyens roumains qui 

s’exprimaient favorablement à l’adhésion à l’UE. Les plus favorables européens, les 

danois, s’expriment favorablement  à notre égard en proportion de 65 %. Qu’est-ce que  

le consensus européen exprimait dans ce cas? Ce décalage, exprime-t-il plus qu’une 

statistique relative? Est-ce que les danois sont favorables à l’intégration des roumains 

pour les même raisons que les roumains sont favorables à la Communauté? Est-il 

possible de bâtir un processus consensuel d’élargissement européen? La dissémination de 

l’idée Communautaire, est-elle consensuelle ou publicitaire? Maintenant, les nations sont 

en train de voter la Constitution Européenne. Que le publicitaire précède le consensuel, 

cela devient visible au moment où les nations s’expriment à travers des Referendums. 

Quand même, certains conseilleurs recommandent austérité au Brussel en ce qui concerne 

le financement d’une large campagne d’information publique en Grande Bretagne pour 

empêcher de donner l’impression d’une forte propagande sur les plus résistants des 

européens.  

 



Le texte ci présent affirme la justesse de la démarche sociale en RP, avec l’appui d’une 

société civile consciente de son rôle de promoteur. On insiste sur la séparation claire 

entre les RP et la publicité, en absence de laquelle les RP sont porteuses des contenus de 

nature propagande.  

Qu’est qu’il nous manque, pour une vraie démarche RP : 

a) Une modélisation interdisciplinaire fondée sur l’hypothèse que les RP sont une 

science hybride. Une situation de la discipline dans l’espace publique civile, objet 

d’un contrat social des membres ; 

b) Existence d’un publique décidant, qui se fait porteur de message au lieu des 

médias qui proposent un support technique ;  

c) Une dimension éthique des RP, plus que la dimension technique. 

Par comparaison à la publicité et en différence de la publicité, les RP font sujet de la 

croyance (opinion) publique plus que d’une construction technique de l’opinion.  
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Romania. General Facts.

Official Name: Romania
• Location: (Southeastern) Central Europe
• Time Zone: Seven hours ahead of U.S. Eastern Standard

Time (GMT + 2)
• Area: 91,725 sq. miles (237,502 sq. km)
• Flag of Romania: Three vertical stripes: red, yellow and

blue.
• Population: 21,400,000 (2009 mid-year estimate)
• Ethnic Groups: Romanian 89%, Hungarian 7.5%, Gipsy

1.9%, German, Other 1.6%
• Religions: Christian Orthodox 87%, Roman Catholic 5%,

Protestant 5%, Jewish
• Official Language: Romanian
• Currency: Romanian Leu (RON)
• Climate: Temperate, four distinct seasons, similar to

northeastern USA
• Capital: Bucharest (Bucuresti)

Romania. Political Facts.

• Form of State: Semi-parliamentary Republic with two
legislative bodies: Senate (Senat) and Chamber of
Representatives (Camera Deputatilor)

• Legal system: Based on European models and Constitution
of 1991.

• Electoral System: Universal direct suffrage over the age of
18. Parties must win at least five percent of the national
vote to gain representation in the Parliament.

• National Elections: November 2008; next elections: Fall
2012 (parliamentary), Fall 2014 (presidential).

• Head of State: President of the Republic, currently Mr.
Traian Basescu (re-elected on December 6, 2009).
Romania's president is allowed to serve two consecutive
five-year terms.
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Romania. Political Facts.

•National Government: The government is led by the
Prime Minister, confirmed by the Parliament on the
nomination of the President of Romania. The present
Government is formed by the Democratic - Liberal
Party.

•Head of the Government: the Prime Minister,
currently Mr. Emil Boc (Democratic-Liberal Party).

•Main political parties: Social Democratic Party (PSD),
Democratic-Liberal Party (PD-L), National Liberal Party
(PNL), Democratic Union of the Hungarian Minority
(UDMR).

•Regional Government: Forty-one County Councils
(Consiliu Judetean).

Overview of Romanian democracy

•Cf. Freedom House Reports. Nations in 
Transit 2010. Romania.
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Media characteristics 

Transitional media -> polarized pluralism, partisan, 
partly free (cf.  Freedom House Report, 2009).

Controlled media or self controlled -> biased, 
opinion more valued than news, infotainment, 
strong tool for publicity, strong political orientation 
according to corporate/political agendas. 

Media characteristics 

Transitional media -> polarized pluralism, partisan, 
partly free (cf.  Freedom House Report, 2009).

Controlled media or self controlled -> biased, 
opinion more valued than news, infotainment, 
strong tool for publicity, strong political orientation 
according to corporate/political agendas. 
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Romania. Media facts

•Highly concentrated on trusts (large media 
private groups).

•Private with few exceptions: Televiziunea 
Română, Societatea Română de 
Radiodifuziune și Agenția Rompres (National 
News Agency)

Media characteristics 

Transitional media -> polarized pluralism, partisan, 
partly free (cf.  Freedom House Reports, 2009, 
2010).

Controlled media or self controlled -> biased, 
opinion more valued than news, infotainment, 
strong tool for publicity, strong political orientation 
according to corporate/political agendas (recent 
take into custody of Sorin Ovidiu Vintu, owner of a 
large media group Realitatea –Catavencu). 
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Media turbulence in 2010

“As a result of the economic crisis, the agenda of
media groups has moved away from the public
interest and now focus mainly on the political and
economic interests of their owners. More often than
not, these owners are at odds with the president, as
he, even prior to the economic crisis, publically
accused media outlets of manipulating the public.”

Freedom House, NIT, Romania, 2010

Media turbulence in 2010

•Major loss in print media

•TV and radio remain stable

• Internet increases especially social media (cf. an 
independent blog report by Cristian Manafu
http://www.manafu.ro/2010/07/social-media-in-
romania-iulie-2010/
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Social media 2010 - facts 
http://www.manafu.ro/2010/07/social-media-in-romania-iulie-2010

•YouTube (June 2010)
5,100,000 unique visitors
•Hi5 (June 2010)

4,177,486 unique visitors
•Trilulilu.ro (June 2010)

2,830,357 unique visitors
•TPU.ro (June 2010)

1,154,933 unique visitors
•Netlog (June 2010)

1,013,567 unique users
•Neogen (June 2010)

893,009 unique users

Social media 2010 - facts 
http://www.manafu.ro/2010/07/social-media-in-romania-iulie-2010

•Facebook (July 2010)
1,555,360 user accounts based in Romania
3,200,000 unique visitors (June 2010)
• LinkedIn (July 2010)

271,771 user accounts based in Romania
360,000 unique visitors (June 2010)
•Blogging (July 2010)

58,500 + Romanian blogs
765.000 Romanians read blogs frequently
•Twitter (July 2010)

34,000 + user accounts based in Romania
630,000 unique visitors (June 2010)
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Foreign media groups in 2010

RINGIER ROMÂNIA (print media, starts in 1992, unstable 
media market during recent crisis: turnover drop of 27.6 
percent in the last year, withdrawal of Marius Hagger, 
general manager of media company Ringier Romania at the 
end of 2010)

LAGARDERE Group 

SBS (Scandinavian Broadcasting System). It includes one of 
the most popular radio in 2009

Foreign media groups in 2010

WAZ, print media, owner of Romania Libera, daily
newspaper founded in 1877, Medien Holding 50%
owned by the German media company Waz
(Westdeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung).

WAZ withdraws Romanian and Serbian markets by
the end of this year, according to handelsblatt.com.
Cf. http://www.romania-insider.com/waz-media-group-to-withdraw-from-romania-
international-media-says
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Major private media groups
MEDIAPRO

Publimedia International publishing department: business daily ‘Ziarul
Financiar’, daily newspaper ‘Gândul’, daily sports paper ‘ProSport’ (fairly 
recent) and six other local papers; magazines: ‘Target’, ‘Business Magazin’, 
‘ProTV Magazin’, ‘Descoperă’, ‘Go4It!’, ‘ProMotor’, ‘Acasă Magazin’, ‘Ce se 
întâmplă, Doctore?’, ‘The ONE’, ‘TimeOut București’

TV stations: Pro TV, Acasa TV, Pro Cinema, Pro TV International, Sport.ro, MTV 
Romania

Radio stations: Pro FM, InfoPRO and the music production company MediaPRO
Music

Mediafax – Romania’s biggest news agency
MediaPRO film studios and the film and entertainment company MediaPRO

Pictures. MediaPRO also has a film distribution company, cinemas, an 
internet department, indoor advertising etc.

Major private media groups

INTACT

Print: daily newspaper ‘Jurnalul Național’, daily sports paper ‘Gazeta
Sporturilor’, weekly business paper ‘Săptămâna Financiară’, business 
daily ‘Financiarul’, magazines ‘Felicia’, ‘Top Gear’ and three other 
publications 

TV stations: Antena1, Antena3, Antena2, Euforia Lifestyle TV, Antena
International, Gsptv
Radio stations: Romantic FM (now only in Bucharest), Radio ZU

The smaller news agency Amos News

TV production company Intact Production etc.
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Major private media groups

REALITATEA-CAțAVENCU

Print: daily newspaper ‘Cotidianul’, business daily ‘Business 
Standard’, weekly magazine ‘Academia Cațavencu’, newspapers 
‘Tango’, ‘j’adore’, free weekly magazine ‘24-FUN’ and nine other 
publications

TV stations: Realitatea TV, The Money Channel, Romantica, 
Telesport

Radio stations: Radio Guerrilla, Realitatea FM, Gold FM

News agency: NewsIn
Online publications: IQuads, MoneyLine.ro
In-Store TV

Public sphere and public relations

•The public sphere and public opinion dominated by 
mass media, especially private TV stations.

•Transitional PR: between civic (CSR) and 
propagandistic functions. 

•Publics: “general issues” publics (Cf. J. Grunig, 
1992), therefore specialized media used only for 
business matters or cultural (to a lesser extent).  
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Themes and domains of public 
relations

•Corporate communication and media relations; 

•Political/public affairs;

•Corporate responsibility and sustainable 
development;

•Crisis management;

•Event management;

• Lobby and advocacy (to a lesser extent; lobby not 
regulated in Romania). 

Public relations in 2010

•Decrease in expenditure for communication.

•Challenge from direct and online marketing that 
replaces some PR functions. 

•Relatively stable and still attractive for higher 
education. 
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Narcissist markets and public relations.  

Reflections on the post-recession role of PR1 

 

 

Abstract 

 

The overall idea of our approach is that economic crises have not only a negative impact on the 

societies. Considerable social turbulence drives often to a more consistent moral behaviour in terms 

of public consciousness and responsibility. In the given context, we would like to examine the roles 

of public relations in the context of economic recession. We would call the present post-recession 

time a period of “fall of economic narcissism”. Our proposal is composed of an integrative 

approach based on theoretical considerations and some qualitative inputs obtained through 

structured interviews conducted with public relations managers, with the aim of concluding if 

public relations practices have changed in the last years of economic recession, due to moral 

concerns and alterations of public expectations.  

 

Keywords: public relations, crisis, economy, social changes   

 

Some arguments 

Economic crises have major consequences at the social level, contributing to the 

deterioration of the moral tissue of any society. At the same time, it opens new ways of acting and 

raises new combative attitudes. Starting from May 2009, Romanian economy faced the peak of the 

economic crisis and recorded by the end of the year an economic decline of 7%, about 700 000 

                                                

1 This article has originally been published in Gonçalves, G., Somerville, I.; Melo, A (Eds) (2013). Organisational and 

Strategic Communication Research: European Perspectives (pp. 5-21). Covilhã: LabCom Books. ISBN: 978-989-654 
115-6. Available at http://www.livroslabcom.ubi.pt/book/104.  Paper presented at the EUPRERA Congress 2011, 

Leeds, UK, Public Relations in a Time of Turbulences, 8-10 septembrie 2011 (with title “The fall of narcissist markets 

and the rise of public relations. Reflections on the moral issues of the economic crisis”). 
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redundant persons and about 133.000 closed firms (BIZ 2010: 77). During 2010, the authorities 

took additional consolidation measures including a temporary 25% reduction in public wages, a 

15% reduction in social spending excluding pensions and an increase in the main VAT rate from 

19% to 24%i. The economy was expected to turn around in 2011, with real GDP forecasted to 

increase by 1.5% (European Comission [EC], 2011). The decline of the economy and the loss of 

public trust in the central governance seem to be interconnected in the times of crisis. The European 

Commission, through the Eurobarometer 74 from November 2010 launched the analysis of the 

public trust on European Governance showing that “the belief that the EU is best able to take 

effective action against the effects of the financial and economic crisis is held by majority of 

respondents in 18 Member States. It has been most widely voiced in Greece (37%), Bulgaria (36%) 

and Poland (35%). Respondents in the UK, Sweden and Romania mostly trust their national 

government (40%, 34% and 29% respectively).” (EC, 2010).   

Besides the political actions at the EU level, our reflection has been also stimulated by the 

revived discussions around personal responsibility of the governors (in both political and corporate 

sense) that came up after the Enron company failure in 2001 and continues to the present time. 

Some authors such as the French scholar Christian Salmon called Enron one of those “entreprise 

récitante” that surrounds its business environment with a mythical presence (Salmon, 2008, pp. 

101-107). Even before the Enron era, other scholars indicated acute changes in the power culture 

of the contemporary world. In his book related to “The Fall of Public Man”, Richard Sennett (1978) 

refers to the charismatic appearance of the narcissism in the contemporary societies: “narcissism 

is the psychological rationale for the form of communication we have called representation of 

emotion to others, rather than shaped presentation of emotion” (Sennett, 1978, p. 335). This is 

conducting to the “tyrannies of intimacy”, a false appearance of emphatic attitude towards publics: 

“It is retribalization. The term “urbane” and “civilized” now connote the rarefied experiences of a 

small class, and are tinged with the rebuke of snobbism.”  In his early century essays, Max Weber 

(as cited in Gerth and Wright Mills, 2009) had defined the falling (although significant) power of 

charisma in shaping the public conduct of modern societies: “Charisma, as a creative power, 

recedes in the face of domination, which hardens into lasting institutions, and becomes efficacious 

only in short-lived mass emotions of incalculable effects, as on elections and similar occasions. 

Nevertheless, charisma remains a highly important element of the social structure, although of 
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course in a greatly changed sense” (p. 262). The rise of charisma and the fall of narcissism represent 

the state of a society in crisis.     

 

Critical issues of public relations in the crisis world 

 

The current economic crisis is not a new phenomenon for the post-modern world. We ought 

to say that post modern times have been a period of turbulence, producing unexpected risks and 

crises. The “prophecy” of Francis Fukuyama (2002) on the “great disruption” is part of the 

scenarios about the fall of modernity as we knew it and the emergence of a new era of economic 

exchange and moral recovery that we can only speculate about. The rise of the network societies 

do not substitute our social need for hierarchies, or the need for (just) economic exchange (despite 

its relative morality). From this point of view, one should note that the world “public” applied to 

the “network” (sphere or society) is meaningless, due to the desegregation of communities and 

formal groups that traditionally define all forms of public participation (cf. Castells, 2010).  As 

Castells notes (2010, p. 367): “The rise of communalism, in its different forms, weakens the 

principle of political sharing on which democratic politics is based”. Informational politics, the 

concept launched by Castells to describe the dissolution of the political sphere into an undetermined 

media sphere, engage citizens in a different use of public power and deepen the crisis of the 

contemporary democracy. As far as public relations are concerned, their position is encumbered 

by the presence of numerous public codes (economic, moral, linguistic, cultural, communitarian, 

inter-personal), being therefore subject of perpetual transformation. In this context, the discipline 

does not restrict itself to a linear process of communication (emitter-receptor) or to a triangular one 

(emitter-third party-receptor), being transformed into a multi-channel and multi-agent 

communication (networks, communities, platforms).    

A rapid re-examination of the historical background of public relations would lead us to 

reassert that public relations discipline has emerged in the context of the rapid economic growth of 

the 20th century; consequently the discipline is intimately linked with the rise of corporate 

capitalism at the beginning of the last century. Public relations have been therefore marked by the 

“narcissist” attitude of both individual capitalists and the capitalist society as a whole. Such a 

characteristic has been intrinsic to their primary (outdated) image-building function and counts as 
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one of the most effective legitimating instrument for business up to the present moment. Mutatis 

mutandis, this narcissist behaviour can be discussed in connection to the idealistic role of public 

relations (cf. Grunig, 1992, p. 53), having some beneficial effects over the management of good 

reputationii. For many decades, the word “reputation” in business did not imply any moral 

principles or consequences, being only related to the public recognition or fame of the 

entrepreneurs, coming from the perceived value of their exchanged products. Nowadays, new 

perspectives on corporate relations with the relevant stakeholders are developed in conjunction 

with the imposition of the Governance Codes, culminating with the OECD official version of the 

“Principles of Corporate Governance” in 2004 (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development [OECD], 2004). Nevertheless, the ethical principles of corporate governance are not 

directly linked to the management of reputation or public relations, despite the fact that indirect 

consequences appear at the branding level while measuring the brand equities.  To give an example, 

the OECD paper on “Corporate Governance and the Financial Crisis. Conclusions and emerging 

good practices to enhance implementation of the Principles” (2010) does not refer to neither public 

relations, nor reputation; as for the term of communication, it is used twice, once in the occurrence 

of internal communication and decision making (p. 6), and secondly to express the need for 

“effective communication with shareholders” (p. 18).  

What kind of influence the actual crisis exerts over the public relations industry? It is our 

argument that public relations lost to certain extent their narcissist response to business as well as 

their idealistic function, and started to connect better in the sense of a “radical social role” (Grunig, 

1992, p. 52). At the same time, public relations developed new functions and roles, among which 

a clear personalised or individualised approach to the clients, via social networks (cf. Bailey on 

“me media” in Tench & Yeomans, 2010, pp. 308-314). On the other hand, we noted that debating 

on the economic crisis has stimulated additional concerns about the paradigmatic changes of the 

disciplineiii. As regards the core notions and concepts, there is a subject of scrutiny over the use of 

(public) “relations” versus (interpersonal) “relationships” (cf. Kelleher, 2007). The examination of 

public relations discipline from the perspectives of the Stockholm Accords also indicates the trend 

of consolidating their strategic functions and roles, and we consider that such position was directly 

or indirectly influenced by the impact of the economic crisis on the actual practice of 

communication management (Global Alliance, 2010). Moreover, the importance of evaluation and 
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measurement of the communication programmes and campaigns becomes crucial in defining 

strategic corporate priorities, which is an additional argument for examining the key functions of 

the discipline of public relationsiv.  

 

Crisis public relations and the economic logic 

 

The role of public relations and corporate communication as a whole increased constantly 

during the last 30 years, first as a consequence of the diversification of the range of organisations 

using PR consultancy, and secondly, in the last decade, as a result of the priority given to corporate 

transparency and corporate social responsibility.  Davis (as cited in Cottle, 2003, pp. 28-30) reports 

on the increase of the number of professionals as well as of the services in the UK, but the same 

phenomenon seems to happen all over Europe, including Eastern Europe, in which fast adoption 

of the public relations practices occurred in politics and business. If we follow the developments 

of European Public Relations exposed by the annual reports of the European Communication 

Monitor (Zerfass et al., 2010, 2011, 2012), it becomes evident that the strategic position of public 

relations has been consolidated over the last two years in spite of the global crisis or as a result of 

it. Therefore we could say that the present practice of public relations, unlike their past, is rising 

against the fall of the economy, on different grounds, mostly moral or civic by nature. The 

tendencies of European Public Relations disciplines and correlated fields of practice show a 

significant increase of corporate social responsibility (CSR) and sustainability until 2013 (cf. 

Zerfass et al., 2010, charts 64-65), confirming that new forms of community bounds will be formed 

through either social media or by diversified online communication with various publics (chart 69).  

It thus appears that the decline of business consolidated the power of communication 

between the surviving actors, and such phenomenon emerged from the contradiction between the 

amplification of the crisis effects and the sporadic use of institutional strategies in dealing with 

those effects. As James and Larissa Grunig outlined in their series of lectures during the year of 

2010, all the disastrous cases of corporate or political crisis showed that public relations were not 

involved at all in responding to the critical issues:  “We have less examples of organizations where 

public relations was involved in decision making and management made better decisions so that 

the issue or the crisis didn’t occur. What we really need are case histories of successful examples 
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when public relations has been involved and an issue was dealt with effectively” (Grunig & Grunig, 

2010).   

Various scholars, including awarded economists such as Stiglitz (2008) have debated over 

the excess of the economic neo-liberalism. If one attempts to connect neo-liberal economy and 

public relations, it appears that the communicative preference of neo-liberalism would be the use 

of spin doctoring and propaganda (cf. methodological arguments by L’Etang, as cited in L’Etang 

& Pieczka, 2006).  The crisis of the neo-liberal model of the capitalism (which seems to confirm 

the Marxist dialectic on the self-destruction of the capitalism) could be either seen as having a 

direct impact on its favourite discipline (beside marketing) – namely public relations – , or else, as 

a chance for public relations to emancipate from marketing and detach from any other 

market/business driven disciplines. In spite of the fact that the business-driven model is the one 

supporting the theory of excellence in public relations, the use of public relations spreads massively 

outside the business world. Moreover the transformation of the public relations’ functions - from 

image building to reputation management and nowadays to the moral response to critical issues - 

determine a change of ethics in public relations, from commercial pragmatism to mutual  

commitment and empathy (cf. Jahansoozi, as cited in L’Etang & Pieczka, 2006, pp. 79-80). In spite 

of the fact that new media have brought and continue to boost large opportunities for international 

business, the emergence of the social networks determine a line of development to a more culture-

driven model, public relations practice being determined more often by the values of local 

communities (Cf. Curtin & Gaither, 2007, p. 70, quoting Fenner et al., 1998, while referring to the 

“power of moral suasion” during the smallpox eradication campaign of the World Health 

Organisation in the Western African countries) and by the new rituals of the online interest groups 

(Cf. Kelleher, 2007, on “peer-to peer public relations”, pp. 43-53) 

Therefore to the question whether the public relations follow or not the economic logic, it 

becomes evident that the discipline evolves against the economic pressure. In a rather recent paper 

of R. Ŀawniczak (2010), which we have retrieved online, the question of the “vanishing economic 

roots of public relations” is strongly claimed (with examples that go back to the Great Depression 

of the 1929’s), although the business-driven model is largely accepted as part of the inner functions 

of public relations (Baines et al., 2004; Rogojinaru, 2010; Curtin & Gaither, 2007; Tench & 

Yeomans, 2009).  
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Explicit or implicit, the economic role of public relations should be put under an attentive 

scrutiny. The accentuation of the measurement and evaluation approach to public relations also 

raises numerous hopes for separating the discipline from its narrow marketing directions. The 

contradictory tendencies regarding evaluation, incorporated in the European Communication 

Monitor in 2010 (Zerfass et al.), were confirmed by the public relations firms in Romania, which 

are concerned with the quantitative assessment against business indicators and media exposure, 

but, at the same time, more aware of new forms of qualitative measurement of the personal value 

of their clients’ investment, by means of direct responses via online platforms and networks or by 

informal research (Rogojinaru, Vasile, 2011).  The demarcation line is not visible yet. In Eastern 

Europe, public relations have been destined during the 1990s to support the introduction of the 

capitalist relations, while at the present moment the discipline becomes the main tool to express 

concerns about public needs (sometimes genuinely, other times simply compliant to the legal 

obligations), as shown by the raise of CSR practices in the last yearsv.  

 

New directions in public relations. Romanian examples. 

 

It is one of the premises of this paper that public relations have been changed by the 

economic crisis. Yet we did not know how much in our Romanian context this change affected the 

public relations industry and how long the effects would last. Some qualitative data have been 

collected in the year of 2011 as part of a small research project among 13 Romanian Public 

Relations firms and 2 corporate departments of multinational companies located in Bucharestvi 

(Rogojinaru, Baluta, 2011). The analysis used a purposive sample. The group was formed by 

general managers of public relations agencies and departments sharing common features such as 

visibility in the market, cohesion and flexibility of the teams, and their declared innovative vision. 

There has been no distinction operated in respect to the functions of the departments versus firms 

of public relations. The interviews have been conducted individually and aimed at collecting 

responses and comments for seven major topics: the role of the public relations professionals in the 

context of economic crisis; the consequent changes of the client-firm relations as regards the 

increased/decreased call for consultancy; the priority domains of public relations consultancy 

during the last two years; budget modification compared to the reference year 2007; adjustments 
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in media relations; the effects of the economic crisis on overall reputation of the public relations 

firms; recommendations for priority domains in the 2011.  

The interviews have been addressed to the general managers of the firms or departments 

and the responses were convergent, therefore it was possible to outline some views or tendencies 

at the corporate level. In general, the overall capacity of the firms was affected by the oscillation 

of clients’ degree of trust; indeed they were less inclined to invest large budgets for basic functions 

(like publicity) and more interested in investing creatively in critical issues and single target 

publics, with less resources and higher concentration of effects. The regime of campaigning 

changed from the previous “show off” strategy to “talking to people” approach via online media 

and social networks. Most of the practitioners agree that the role of the practitioner has been 

transformed from being a growth strategist to acting as a tactical person in applying techniques for 

corporate “survival” and adaptation. Therefore the creativity in public relations emerged as a 

miraculous promise, forcing both firms and clients to adjust to reality, call for long lasting effects, 

be more prudent and flexible, use the emotional and the imaginative capacity of publics (being 

more expressive than impressive), and call for more partnerships with publics themselves. With 

reference to the last aspect, a distinct effect of the crisis was the acceptance by the clients to actually 

invest in social media, not only for the budgetary reasons, mostly for being closer to indefinite 

problems and publics in the digital era (cf. Rogojinaru, 2011).  

In connection to each topic of questioning, the main points of the practitioners’ appraisal 

of the situation seemed to be optimistic as regards the future of the public relations industry in 

Romania.  The role of the practitioner varies from a support function, for helping the management 

to commence the proper research of the issues, to a strategic function of issues management and 

crisis response.  

The client-firm rapport and the amount of requests for consultancy decreased in the second 

semester of 2009 and first part of 2010 due to the fact that media market dropped with almost 40%, 

and mostly because of the decline of print media (except of specialized business newspapers and 

magazines) and the subsequent cuts of the budgets for publicity (as reported annually by Initiative 

Media Romania in 2010, 2011, 2012)vii. Nevertheless major corporate clients continued to ask for 

consultancy by renegotiating the value of the contracts, by recalibrating the volume of their 

activities and by agreeing communicative solutions with less expensive and more personalized 
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media like social networks. To rediscover “simple effective” solutions was the headline of the 

strategy. The market continued with a slight increase in the second half of 2010 and first semester 

of 2011.  

On the whole, we observed that the strategic efforts went towards simplicity, a concept 

largely used in marketing in the early 2000 in response to the new digital era (cf. Cristol & Sealey, 

2000). Public relations spontaneously followed the simplicity trend, by adopting simple integrated 

solutions, reducing the complexity of events (slight decline was also indicated for event 

management in spite of the fact that it has been for the last decades the dominant public relations 

tool in the Romanian market). Getting closer to the publics was expressed among the priorities of 

2011 practices. Consequently, the clients and the agencies continue to accumulate important know-

how (which was limited before 2009) in engaging in conversational type of public relations, e.g. 

viral buzz and word-of-mouth tactics stimulated by combined .techniques of instant messaging and 

internet communications via iphones or similar. These local findings were also consonant at the 

European level: the results of European Communication Monitor show that 46,3% of the 

responding professionals (compared to 53% in 2010) expressed that  “coping with the digital 

evolution and the social web” remains the most important challenge in communication 

management in Europe until 2015 (Zerfass et al., 2012, chart 54).  

There were some other interesting remarks on the media relations, besides the evident rise 

of social media, namely the reference to the aggressive attitude of the traditional media during the 

first wave of crisis. Some managers commented on the high level of media hostility, which created 

additional problems in the process of targeting their news stories. Due to reduced media landscape 

and to the virulence of the remaining press, most of the media strategies in public relations 

campaigns during 2009 aimed at counteracting the journalists’ search for news about bankrupt 

business. In such conditions, press conferences were difficult to organize for reaching favourable 

press coverage.  

As for the budget, the interviewed managers did not indicate exact percentages or weight 

in financial loss. By corroborating the answers, we conclude that the public relations campaigns 

and programmes during 2009-2010 were rather cost-effective, with limited financial resources 

compensated by a higher intellectual engagement.  The vast majority of the respondents highlighted 
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the positive side effect of the crisis for having stimulated the agencies to abandon their routine and 

start a learning process, adapting to new situations and generate innovative solutions.   

As regards the reputation of the public relations profession and practice during the crisis 

years, the respondents have been all in agreement that the profession gained in both credibility and 

usability. Compared to other communication disciplines (e.g. advertising or journalism), public 

relations manifested a superior capacity to adapt to the clients, according to the responses to the 

interviews. In fact, this position should have been verified by an inquiry of the actual portfolio of 

the agencies in the last two years,  but the agencies show discretion on their accounts, therefore it 

was quite difficult to assert an absolute gain in reputation. However, if we compare with the 

European data of the European Communication Monitor, such statement seems to respond indeed 

to an increased interest of the organizations for introducing communication activities trainings and 

practices, and for a better positioning of public relations at the strategic level within organizations 

(Zerfass et al., 2010). Counseling activities were also getting priority in the corporate requests, 

some managers declaring that their role became often that of a strategic companion for the client. 

There was no comment on the possible (negative) consequences on loosing the technical advantage 

of the discipline as a result of this personalized approach, so we conclude that this “human side” 

of the discipline is perceived as a professional advantage rather than a risk.  

In conclusion, the main findings of this exploratory research were confirming our 

theoretical premise on the fall of the narcissist behaviour of the market, and along with it, the rise 

of public relations in their social genuine sense of engaging public relationships, based on mutuality 

and accountability of actions. The data are insufficient to assert the net disengagement from the 

economic roots of public relations; nonetheless the pressure for disclosure, transparency and 

sincere partnerships is noticeable.  

 

Towards a post-economic era of public relations? 

 

Etymologically, public relations denote a hybrid science of economy (meaning originally 

in Greek the administration of the household) and society (referring originally to the member 

associations or societies, in Latin, or even “companies” in the modern meaning of the word). In 
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that sense, a post-economic era would mean the orientation towards the values of membership and 

relationships. However the economic grounds are not yet negligible.  

Ławniczak & Ławniczak (2009) argue that public relations role in the post-recession era 

calls for a new “econo-centric” approach, in which public relations regain their virtues and 

idealistic function of symmetrical communication and help (the State !) in the effort of gaining 

control over the devastating effect of the deregulated neo-liberal marketsviii.  

In many aspects, the studies or the expert declarations about the effect of the recession on 

public relations (cf. Chartered Institute for Public Relations [CIPR], 2010, or Grunig & Grunig, 

2010) argue that the economic decline determined a professional shift of public relations, with 

probable effects for the entire paradigm. For the moment, the most debated issue refers to various 

strategic usages of new media and to the interconnected partnerships with marketing disciplines 

such as CRM or relationship marketing, irrespective to the outcomes of the post-recession (cf. 

CIPR, 2012). More research would be required to address the interlinked results of the post-

recession and what we might call the post-economic era of public relations.  The fact that our 

micro-analysis was conducted in an Eastern European economy might lead to a misrepresentation 

of the changes of the profession. According to the European Communication Monitor 2010 (chart 

22), practitioners in Eastern Europe expressed more satisfaction as regards the quality and stability 

of their jobs compared to professionals in Western or Southern Europe (the later report the lowest 

level of job satisfaction). This higher level of intrinsic motivation is a strong drive for professional 

change. Moreover, the (recent) tradition of public relations in Eastern Europe is not rooted in the 

business utilitarian logic but connected to ideology (in forms of political or corporate propaganda) 

and publicity (through media exposure).  This aspect might be significant or not for the future of 

public relations in the respective countries. Post-recession will have global but also specific impact 

in the regions and countries, according to their corporate governance model and the valorization of 

human capital. Since the early 1990s, the deterioration of the human resource value within 

corporations came in a disastrous combination with the severe deregulating of markets. A higher 

increase in the value of human capital will probably bring a better value for public relations, based 

on the prediction that “…when companies emphasize the importance of multiple stakeholders – 

customers, shareholders, and employees – their performance exceeds that of companies whose 

focus is narrower, although one must treat these results with caution” (Jacoby, 2005, p. 98).  As 
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Benjamin Friedman (2005) explains “questions about economic growth are not a matter of material 

versus moral values […]. But economic growth bears social and political consequences that are 

morally beneficial as well. Especially for purposes of evaluating different courses for public policy, 

it is important that we take into account not just the familiar moral negatives but these moral 

positives as well” (p. 14). Economic crises contribute to accelerate prudent corporate behaviour 

and more transparent governance (cf. some solutions for reducing the democratic deficit in Stiglitz, 

2008). 

In the CIPR Report on the State of the profession (2010), evidence is shown that: “it is a 

positive indication of the resilience of the profession that there are plenty of areas of expected 

growth in spite of the economic downturn. The greatest areas of expected growth in the next five 

years across the board are in online reputation management (73%), strategic planning (51%) and 

crisis management (43%). This is undoubtedly due in part to the fact that the financial crisis has 

led to companies and organisations needing reputation and crisis management services even more 

than they would in ‘normal’ economic times.” Indeed these areas of applications confirm the 

orientation of public relations towards achieving intangible and symbolic assets for the 

organizations rather than a disposition for setting materialistic targets for them. The practice will 

confirm or not this prediction. For the moment, it is only a matter of expert opinion.   
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20133 by regrouping of major firms, according to blogger views, cf. 

http://www.manafu.ro/2013/05/piata-agentiilor-digitale-se-consolideaza/ 

vii According to the Media Fact Book reports, 2010 edition, the media market for publicity in 

Romania decreased in 2009 by 37% in net value reaching a lower level than in 2006. All media 

have been impacted as follows: print -55%, OOH -40%, TV -34%, radio -28%, cinema and internet 

-19%., cf. http://www.mediafactbook.ro/public/files/MFB2010.pdf. The trend continued in 2011: 

print dropped 8% compared to 2010, OOH with 7%, Radio with 5%, and TV with 4%. Online grew 

with 30% and continues to grow, cf. http://mediafactbook.ro/ebook/wp-

content/uploads/2012/06/MediaFactBook2012_Initiative.pdf.  

viii The whole discussion is not clear and it becomes even more confused at the end of the paper 

where the authors claim (interrogatively) the “revival of political economy”, the connection of 

which to public relations remains unexplained.  
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Structures, Roles and Communication Strategies of Public Relations in 

Public Institutions in Romania (2006-2008)1 

 

 

 

Preliminaries 

The issue of the communicational behaviour of public organizations does not seem to be a 

separate research subject. The dedicated studies analyse either the phenomena linked to the 

restructuring/resettling of power (political) relations in the public sphere, or the forms of 

institutionalization of public communication, or the effects of making information public/ 

receiving information caused by the Media culture. The public institutions' position somehow 

remains a peripheral problem, the main direction of the analyses being concentrated more on 

the role of the State, implicitly of the represented institutions, as well as on the relations 

between the State and the nongovernmental sector (public and private).  

 

The present paper is based on a three year research conducted by an interdisciplinary team of 

the Centre for Interdisciplinary Studies in Communication and Public Relations (Faculty of 

Letters, University of Bucharest) and aimed at identifying and analyzing the role and 

functions of current structures of public relations in key public institutions in Romania.2 Three 

main types of public institutions have been targeted: administration (central and local), 

institutions of education and research, and cultural institutions. On the one hand, the reform in 

the public administration imposes the professionalism of its personnel, as well as of other 

professional categories from the public domain, in order to ensure the access to information, 

the free and fluent circulation of information and the public responsibility for the information 

transmitted. The issue of the reform in the public administration sector has had a very 

important stake for the 2004 Romania, considering the strategic objective of the admission in 

                                                
1 Paper presented at the EUPRERA Congress, Milan, Institutionalizing Public Relations and Corporate 

Communication, 16-18th of October 2008. 
2 By „public” we refer to „governmental” or State affiliated/ subordinated institutions.   
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2007 in the great family of EU member states. Within the process of reform, the public 

administration has been subject to important changes, restructuring, personnel reductions or 

augmentations. New laws and regulations target the increase of the public administration 

transparency and the lining up of the quality of the services offered to the citizen to the 

European standards. 

 

On the other hand, the opening of the education institutions towards the workforce market, as 

well as emphasizing the entrepreneurial character of universities, in the context of the reforms 

adopted through the Bologna Declaration and of the requirements imposed by the adoption of 

methodologies of ensuring the quality of education, represents a process which involves an 

increased transparency and informational mobility, a priority investment in the 

communicational infrastructure and direct access to forms of academic self-evaluation. 

Concerning the behaviour of cultural institutions, we could see from different partial 

evaluations that the communication and information approaches do not have a programmatic 

character. In spite of the fact that there are investments in the institutional advertising domain 

(theatres, certain museums), other cultural institutions, especially at the local level (such as 

libraries, culture grounds, exhibition halls, ethnographic museums, philharmonics), do not 

develop a planned effort of rethinking their services in the context of the evolution of the 

beneficiary publics' interests. 

 

As a result, the degree of the citizens' distrust in the action capacity of the state institutions 

has risen, a reorientation towards private services, where possible, being found increasingly. 

Although this investigation is not targeted towards analyzing the relations between the State-

the civil society-the corporate private sector broadly, it is based on results shown by applied 

social psychology studies made in the past years, in which, either at the level of social 

representations, or at the level of public discourse (including the mediated one), a deep 

distrust in the transparency and quality of the public services could be found at the social 

level. The communication between authorities, institutions and citizens represents one of the 

relevant indicators for the degree of development of the civil society. The way in which 

people perceive their relationship with the public institutions can influence the population's 
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interest and participation to the life of the communities, the articulation of the requirements of 

the institutional reform with the particular and/or general interests of the individuals. In this 

context, the information and communication services are defined as public services, starting 

from the two aspects of the "public service", that is the reference to the services-providing 

organisms and to the general-interest services put at the public's disposal by these. 

 

Context of the Research 

The present paper has been based on the results produced by the multi-annual research project 

“The Analysis of the Communication Strategies of the Public institutions in Romania in the 

context of EU integration”, financed by means of Grant 22, COD CNCSIS 1034, during the 

period of 2006-2008.  Logistics and participation of researchers have been facilitated through 

the Centre of Interdisciplinary Research in Communication Sciences and Public Relations 

(CISCOREP) which was founded for the purpose of extending research in communication 

sciences by the Department of Communication and Public Relations of the Faculty of 

Letters.3   

Legal opportunities have been provided by the introduction of the Romanian Law 544 

approved in 12 October 2001, publicly issued in 23 October 2001 in the Official Monitor of 

Romania. Interviewed players have considered it one of the most effective laws (Rogojinaru, 

2008). Second but not less important opportunity was produced by the recommendations of 

the White Paper on a European Communication Policy issued in 2006 by the European 

Commission (EC, 2006).   

 

Research hypotheses set out in 2006 implied that increased complexity of the social processes 

caused by internal market transformation as well as by the imminent EU integration of 

Romania will augment the civic participation and force the improvement of the quality in 

                                                
3 Presentation of the Centre at www. communication-relatiipublice.ro, the web site of the department of 
Communication and Public relations in the Faculty of Letters, University of Bucharest (Romanian language).  

The reasearch team as composed by Conf. dr. Adela Rogojinaru (project direcor), PR practitioner Gabriela 

Hagiu (qualitative data collection and interpretation), Prof. dr. Nicolae Mihaita (design of research instruments, 

quantitative data interpretation), dr. Nicolae Perpelea (general methodology, design of research instruments, 

qualitative data interpretation), Lector drd. Ana-Maria Teodorescu (media specialist).  
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information and communication of the public services as well as the professionalisation of the 

public relations functions in public institutions.  

Given the fact that we referred to public/governmental institutions, we theoretically associated 

the emergence of communication in public institutions with the factors implied in the 

transformation of the political/civic sphere (Barbu, 2004, pp.19-42 et passim; see also 

observations of Patrick Champagne, in Pailliart, 2002, pp.24-25).  From this point of view, we 

note on the one hand an alarming disinterest of Romanians for the political issues (Sandu et 

al., 2006, p. 139), and on the other hand a disproportionate interest for TV and niche 

specialization of certain channels dedicated to political talk shows. Romanian media continue 

to legitimate the public knowledge and to assure the public visibility and sustain the public 

profiles of the social actors (Beciu & Perpelea (coord.), 2007, p. 45). Media specialists have 

already noticed the political partisanship and the polarization of the Romanian press during 

the ‘90s, as well as the perverse effect of such phenomena resulting in the diminution of 

public trust (Petcu, 2000, p. 51). It should be also noted that emergent democracies are 

confronted with the boom of corporate publicity (Keane, 2000, p.77), which is concurrent to 

the polarized political publicity, and this mélange might lead to deteriorating public freedom 

of expression.  

 

In line with above mentioned considerations, the researched content was structured into four 

sub-areas connected to institutional capacities of strategic communication:  

a) Development of internal structures and functions, including dedicated resources for 

strategic communication (departments, services, specialists, documents, etc.). 

b) Adoption of internal strategies of institutional communication, both internal and 

external.  

c) Active practices of communication and use of specific techniques and strategies of 

public relations, based on defined target publics.  

d) Internal recommendations formulated by the coordinators/directors of communication 

with regard to improving communication processes.  
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The research has been synchronic with two complementary investigations on the evolution of 

corporate Public Relations: the results of the European study on Trends in Corporate 

Communication and Public Relations – Results and Findings 2007 (Zerfaß et al. 2007) in the 

framework of EUPRERA current research, and the survey of Daedalus Consulting Report on 

PR Communication Usage and Attitudes in Romania (Daedalus Consulting, 2006). It has not 

been the purpose of this present study to compare the usages in the public and private sectors. 

Nor was the idea to recommend the imitation of corporate practices by the public sectors. 

However, one of the questions of the questionnaires distributed to the participated institutions 

referred to the comparable capacities of communication. The respondents pointed to the fact 

that although issues are not dissimilar, allocation of resources and institutional positions in the 

public sphere differs. To our surprise, none of the consulted persons referred to the “trustable” 

nature of the public institutions compared to the private ones. Such a reserved attitude has 

confirmed the sociological findings about the skepticism of Romanians as concerns the 

political transparency (see the analysis of the vacillating relationship between various political 

parties and the electorate, Sandu et al., 2006, pp. 181-183).  

 

As for the applied collection of data, the aim of the study was mostly qualitative, with a strong 

interest to detect tendencies and attitudes as concerns the outcomes of the legal requirements 

for free access to public information, as well as the institutional balance between bureaucratic 

measures vs. strategic management and symmetric communication (Grunig & Repper, in 

Grunig et.al., 1992, pp. 123-125). Most respondents remembered a high level of frustration at 

the introduction of Law 544, which was firstly feared as an instrument of public pressure in 

the hands of media. They eventually appreciated it as a regulatory instrument and a tool for 

bridging with publics.  Besides the use of interviews and questionnaires, the non-participative 

observation was used in order to detect cultural aspects resulting from actors’ potential 

resistance to change. In this respect, some classical bureaucratic anomalies have been 

evidenced: due to the high level of formalisation and centralisation (Vlasceanu, 2003, p. 103), 

members of public organisations tend to allow more space for norms and rules, as well as to 

resource based administration, instead on concentrating on reaching consensus and generate 

organisational vision. 
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Structures and organisational roles  

Respondents from consulted institutions were heterogeneous as concerns the activities and 

publics, but all manifested the same interest and obligation to respond to the Law 544/2001. 

From this perspective, the study aimed at investigating to what extent the legal obligation 

created a regular behaviour and whether such behaviour has been adapted to the specific 

publics of these various institutions.4 In this respect, more regularity in response to the law 

was observed at the local governments (“prefectures”), which set up press bureaus and 

nominated spokespersons under the direct coordination of the Prefect chancellery. This mode 

of operation is called to assure a unitary voice and a single channel of transmission to mass-

media. Vertical communication and linear decision making characterises this structure, which 

is sustained by one messenger (Kotler & Lee, 2008, p. 143). In addition to their media 

relations operations, Prefectures put up a separate structure of public information that is 

reserved to the general public (the citizens). These bureaus have a technical and 

administrative role, not subject to our investigation, as it was considered a non-strategic 

diffuser of information.5   

 

Complex hierarchical modes are shown by the local councils and by the municipalities. The 

bureau of communication (associated invariably with a press bureau) or public relations is 

integrated in a general Directorate (“Direction”) with a larger scope, many times linked to 

European Affairs, Economic Integration and Public affairs, or dedicated to Communication 

and Development. The public communication becomes larger in scope and includes event 

planning and management. The scheme of the communication process becomes circular, 

compared to the linear mode of the prefectures, yet the function remains subordinated to the 

mass-communication, which is defined most of the time as the major substance of public of 

public relations.  Special events as well as direct marketing forms demonstrate an extensive 

                                                
4 The institutional groups were: a) Administration: territorial (county) governments (“prefectures”), local 

councils and municipalities; b) Culture: national museums, state libraries, opera houses; c) Higher education: 
State universities.  
5 Differences between strategic and non strategic have been made in terms of the significance on the public 

positioning. Therefore, we distinguished strategic information linked to the mission and vision of the institution 

from the operational information such as the administrative diffusion about procedures, timetable, rights and 

obligations, complaint management, etc.  
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communication function intended to liaise with various parties and partners. The process 

indicates an approach to integrate communication into larger institutional behaviours and 

assure a higher degree of closeness to different interest groups.  

 

State Universities present a hybrid structure from the strategic point of view: those researched 

do not present separate directorates or bureaus of communication or Public Relations.6 They 

attach the function of the spokesperson or the activities of press relations and public 

communication to one of the vice-chancellors (vice-rectors), usually to the vice-rector in 

charge with research activities, and many times to the Rector him/herself. It has become clear 

that the prime concern of the universities consists of academic partnerships and large 

(international) networking and to a lesser extent the management of information (as it has 

been demonstrated in public administration).  

 

As regards the cultural operators, such as libraries, museums, theatres and opera houses, their 

internal structures are to a large extent in a transition mode, caused by the insufficient 

assimilation of the function. With the exceptions of the libraries in which the director 

cumulates communication roles and functions with no specific strategic or operational 

description, the theatres and the opera houses introduced attributions of marketing and/or 

public relations attached to the position of the “art secretary” whose role was, by institutional 

tradition, linked to assist in the promotion and publicity of the artistic performances. As the 

sector of culture in Romania continues to be under-budgeted by the state and no clear strategic 

attributes are given to communicators, the public relations practices are in this case alienated 

in a composite model of mass-communication and sales management. Museums are more 

active in event planning and management, and to some extent more concerned about 

stakeholders and public endorsement, but all operations remain largely depended on the 

goodwill and motivation of the museographers.  

 

                                                
6 The University of Bucharest is the single exception among state universities, with a Bureau of Public Relations 

set up during 2000-2001, as a direct outcome of a vision and a programme for consolidating the overall 

institutional capacity. 
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In terms of human capital, what mostly disconcerted the research team was the lack of initial 

qualification in the domain.  All communication coordinators were University graduates of 

various domains, with few exceptions in journalism or communication studies. As a tendency, 

we noted the increased motivation to follow masters in communication. As the production of 

graduates in communication and public relation increases every year, it can not be the 

shortage of education supply. The lack of attractiveness of the jobs must be caused by a 

deficient human resource management of public institution, especially in terms of career 

prospects. On the other hand, it is also true that public relations competence should be seen as 

an intrinsic mode of organisational performance and not disconnected from the context 

(Hazleton, in Botan & Hazleton, 2006, pp. 199-220). We might wonder whether prior 

qualification in the domain is a prerequisite for a competent practitioner. As the study viewed 

the function exclusively from the organisation point of view and not investigated the relevant 

concerned publics, we could not assess the competence of practitioners in the context, for 

instance in connection to the four contextual variables revealed by Page and Hazleton in 1999 

related to publics’ recognition of problems, issue coincidence, perceived level of information 

seeking activity and goals compatibility (apud Botan & Hazleton, 2006, p. 204).  

 

In respect to the same issue of professionalisation, we intended to see if the Law 544 created 

not only the obligation towards the free access to information but also a context of building 

public trust through increased organisational transparency (Jahansoozi, in L’Etang & Pieczka, 

2006, pp. 80-84). In order to detect the signs for a transparent attitude, we questioned the 

capacity for self-evaluation of performance. Constant press monitoring is the current 

technique of evaluating the communication flow in public administration. Internal and 

external monitoring of public issues is also present in administration and to a lesser extent in 

universities. Cultural institutions do not monitor public issue but manifest the same interest to 

follow the press news. As an irony to the lack of current monitoring, practitioners from all 

institutions would make a clear option for external monitoring and assistance of public 

communication process by European agencies or institutions. The connection to an external 

body is seen as a guaranty of public transparency, which could be understood as a 
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characteristic of an emergent democratic model of relationships in a divergent (rather than 

pluralistic) public sphere (see also Keane, 2000, pp. 137-144).    

 

One of the important aspects that we attempted to evidence was the definition of 

organisational roles, although the survey has not used a statistical instrument to fine-tune the 

observation.   It has become evident that from the perspective of a dichotomy on the roles of 

communication manager vs. communication technician (Botan & Hazleton, 2006, pp. 140-

142), most of the consulted roles outline the predominance of the technical function. This 

statement has been evidenced also by observing  the formal status assigned to communicator 

in the organisational chart, which displays a restraint scope for decision making or process 

facilitation and development (with the exception of those managers combining roles of 

communicators).  

 

Have public institutions definite models of communicating with publics? 

Though more research is necessary to define the communication models, we can draw up 

some conclusions at this stage. First of all, the gap between corporate and public 

communication is noticeable. While corporate communication tend to strengthen its strategic 

role within organisation, public communication developed in a hectic way, setting up linear 

(with predominance of technical roles) or diffuse models (with predominance of cumulated 

roles assigned to managers themselves). The first linear models are either based on 

asymmetrical public information, or tend to influence media and other publics by means of 

media placements and public appearances of local leaders. The second diffuse model is 

mostly based on activating cognitive responses of the public to persuasive messages sent by 

public institutions (Kapferer, 2002, pp.156-161; see also Michael Pfau & Hua-Hsin Wan in 

Botan & Hazleton, 2006, pp. 102-109). This persuasive mode is largely used in political 

communication and subject to ritual-like mediations (Lardellier, 2003, pp.110-116) that are 

increasingly applied during electoral campaigns. Among all, cultural institutions manifest a 

higher openness to respond to consumers and acknowledge a certain degree of institutional 

practice of connecting in marketing-like modes with publics. Yet, the market research and 

public segmentation remain weak and cultural products circulate in closed circles of 
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connaisseurs (excepting the capital of Bucharest, characterised by a higher level of 

ostentation in consumption of all range of products or services).  

 

A particular interest is raised by the position of the spokesperson, which seems to concentrate 

a greater number of responsibilities and roles (media liaison, media adviser, public image 

manager). The power given to the spokesperson resides in the legal obligation by the Law 

544. However, we should not confuse status and credibility. A former spokesperson of the 

Romanian Presidency, Adriana Săftoiu, has published a book about the profile and the 

challenge implied by this profession (Săftoiu, 2007). She insists on the transparency, on the 

promptitude in providing the answers, on the respect for partners and interlocutors, on 

avoiding equivoque explanations, on avoiding no comment attitude, on avoiding unnecessary 

silence, on being firm and polite, on keeping deadlines, on producing clear structured 

speeches and on being no emotional while treating the public issues (Săftoiu, 2007, pp. 244-

245). Such profile does not differ from an ideal type recommended in marketing for the public 

sector (Kotler & Lee, 2008, p. 143). The experience does exist as well as the reflection upon 

it. Nonetheless, it is to note that practitioners like Adriana Săftoiu represent an exceptional 

case of Presidential spokespersons, whose professional capacity and exposure would be 

different from the capacity and public visibility of their local homologues. Further research 

should focus much more on the local dimensions of publics and media, in order to evidence 

specific forms of relationship management and probably a higher level of informal 

networking generated by spokespersons of public institutions.  

 

For the continuation of the project, we also assume an advanced task of looking into the 

cultural dimension of communication in the public sector. At the beginning of this study, we 

postulated that investigated territories (Romanian counties and municipalities) were similar, 

as they respond uniformly to the legal precisions. Nevertheless, the information collected 

from both interviews and direct observation led us to conclude that more attention should be 

paid to provincial differences especially in areas with intercultural composition.    

To provisionally conclude on the present research, we would like to make reference to the 

declarations of one of the most accurate subjects of our investigation, the adviser on media 
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and communication for the Municipality of Sibiu, a city which has been chosen as the 

Cultural Capital of Europe in the year 2007. He proudly reasserted throughout the interview 

that his municipality could be considered a pioneer in public relations in the public sector, 

being the first to display a website in 1996 and one of the first to offer online interactive 

services to its citizens ( in addition to the conventional media and public relations). Based on 

this testimonial, we could assert a post communist tradition of public relations in the public 

sector that goes back to the mid ’90s.  More efforts should be done to spread and share good 

practices in the sector and mainstream an integrated communication strategy.   
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Sustainable growth/development

•Political process with international 
coordination.

•A strategy of economic and social 
development (by resilience sometimes) at the 
state level (developed and developing 
countries).

•Specific actions of companies and economic 
groups to increase the welfare in equitable 
way. 
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Sustainable development – a global issue

“As we head towards the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD)
in Johannesburg, the international debate about our common future seems to
be defined in terms of development versus environment. While the public in
developing countries, naturally, expects results on sustainable development
measured by poverty reduction, the debate in the OECD countries focuses on
the environment.

[…] industrial countries must open their markets and, no doubt, also offer
various forms of support. The wealthier countries, that have caused most of
the environment problems, must do their utmost to put the planetary
biosphere back onto a sustainable trajectory, but lasting progress will depend
on the co-operation of developing countries.” (Donald J. Johnston, Secretary-
General of the OECD. August 2002).

http://www.oecdobserver.org/news/fullstory.php/aid/780/Sustainable_develo
pment:_Our_common_future.html

26.03.2012/ GENT

Premises of the rise of CSR and sustainability 
approaches 

Globalization/ Internationalization (increasing international integration 
in the fields of economy, politics, culture, environment, communication, 
etc. that impacts individuals, societies, institutions and states)

Global Economic Growth

However the UNDP HD Report (2010) shows that few countries crossed
the threshold to high income countries: “of the 108 countries with
incomes below $7,000 per capita in 1970, only 4 moved up to the World
Bank’s high income classification in 2010. Three are small island
economies (Antigua and Barbuda, Equatorial Guinea and Malta), one
with abundant oil. The fourth—South Korea—remains an important
exception. Estonia and Slovakia did not exist as independent countries
in 1970, but both achieved growth that moved them up into the high-
income group.)” (p. 42)

http://www.oecdobserver.org/news/fullstory.php/aid/780/Sustainable_development:_Our_common_future.html
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Premises of the rise of CSR and sustainability 
approaches 

Poverty Reduction and Increasing Income

Poverty reduction to a certain extent (resulting from poverty reduction in
China), income differences present :

“the richest 20% of the world population would have more than three
quarters of worldwide income, while the poorest 40% would have 5% -the so
called Champaign glass effect (UNDP, Human Development Report 2005).
According to the Human Development Report (UNDP, 2006), a US American in
1990 was 38 times richer that an inhabitant of Tanzania. Today [in 2006] s/he is
already 61 times richer.” (apud Zollinger, 2007).

26.03.2012/ GENT

Premises of the rise of CSR and sustainability 
approaches 

•Ecological Effects/ Climate change (cf. alarming statements 
by UNDP Report on HD, 2010): 

“Climate change may be the single factor that makes the
future very different, impeding the continuing progress in
human development that history would lead us to expect.[…]
It is expected to significantly affect sea levels and weather
patterns and possibly human settlement and agricultural
productivity.” (p.102)
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UNDP pessimistic scenario on growth resulting 
from climate change 

“In a worst case scenario, by 2050 per capita
consumption of cereals falls by a fifth, leaving 25
million additional children malnourished, with South
Asia the worst affected. Long-term effects on
agricultural productivity vary by region—generally
adverse in arid and tropical regions, mainly
developing countries, and positive in some colder
parts of the world, including Canada and the Russian
Federation.” (HDR, 2010, p. 102)
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Global premise of the current sustainability 
approaches 

The role of the State:

Contemporary welfare (post-utilitarian) States

Or the Social State

Transition or post transition post-communist States 

Emerging democracy States (fragile or resilient 
States)
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Global premise of the current sustainability 
approaches 

Consolidation of the fragile States in the third country world

“Post-war states present both a major challenge and a major
opportunity. Three dimensions of policy should be the focus
of post-war engagement: political processes that legitimate
the state; the development of the framework of the rule of
law, including with respect to economic governance; and the
re-establishment of a framework of security, including but not
limited to reconstitution of the state security apparatus.”

(OECD, 2008, 
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/59/51/41100930.pdf)
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Different positions of the State in providing 
welfare  

State building in fragile states is a critically important and

highly challenging endeavour.

Definition of capacity and functions:

“States are fragile when state structures lack political will
and/or capacity to provide the basic functions needed for
poverty reduction, development and to safeguard the security
and human rights of their populations”

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/59/51/41100930.pdf
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Outcomes of the political fragility

Improved definition (legitimate power/states): 

A fragile state is unable to meet its population’s expectations
or manage changes in expectations and capacity through the
political process. Whether and to what degree these
expectations entail poverty reduction, development, security
or human rights will depend on historical, cultural and other
factors that shape state-society relations in specific contexts.

Questions of legitimacy, in embedded or historical forms, will
influence these expectations, while performance against
expectations and the quality of participation/the political
process will also produce (or reduce) legitimacy.

26.03.2012/ GENT

Counteracting the fragility of the contemporary 
State (“State resilience”)

“A stable state must be able to effectively deliver services that
match its citizens’ expectations (and collect revenue to do so);
equally important, however, it must be able to manage changes in
those expectations and changes that arise either froman increase
or decrease in resources – and do so while remaining a legitimate
source of authority and coercion. When the state cannot meet
these requirements, the social contract that forms its foundation is
at risk and so too is the state. None of this is absolute – there are
degrees of risk, degrees of legitimacy and degrees of
effectiveness of process – and hence degrees of fragility. The
resilience of the social contract is founded on the ability of a
society to negotiate the changes that characterise the reality of
continual conflict over limited resources.”

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/59/51/41100930.pdf

See also the ch. “The deeper story: markets, states and the social contract”, pp. 60-64, in UNDP, Human Development 
Report, 2010, http://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/corporate/HDR/HDR_2010_EN_Complete_reprint-1.pdf

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/59/51/41100930.pdf
http://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/corporate/HDR/HDR_2010_EN_Complete_reprint-1.pdf
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Global governance

A global governance system that promotes democratic accountability,
transparency and inclusion of the least developed countries; a stable and
sustainable global economic climate; and financial stability.[…]

The 2009 UN Climate Conference in Copenhagen delivered very little agreement on
actionable items. Some of this failure can be traced to an absence of democratic
accountability and deliberation. Uneven representation in global forums that
favours developed countries impedes progress in reducing greenhouse gas
emissions. Developing countries also lack capacity and negotiating strength, which
limits their ability to participate fully in deliberations.

Meeting the challenges of climate change will require addressing both democratic
accountability and institutional experimentation.

UNDP HD Report 2010, The Real Wealth of Nations: Pathways to Human
Development
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The role of the markets 

Cf. Michel Albert typology of the contemporary
capitalism (Capitalism against capitalism, 1991): Neo-
american/ Rhine [ Germany, Switzerland, the
Netherlands, Sweden ] and Japanese: the Rhine model
demonstrably outperforms the neo-American model in
output, productivity, price stability, social security and
even returns to investors.

•Asiatic, Chinese

•Moral capitalism ?
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Governance and markets

Market structures, especially when dominated by a political-economic
elite or when open and participatory, help explain whether markets are
inclusive. Oligarchic markets—embedded in state institutions—are
often bad for growth in the long run, even if they extract rents for the
influential in the short run. Inclusive markets and social contracts that
set human development as a priority are more dynamic and more
consistent, with greater equity and security.

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/59/51/41100930.pdf (OECD Concepts and
dilemmas of State building in fragile situations. From fragility to resilience. 2008)
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Premises of the rise of CSR and sustainability 
approaches 

CHANGES IN THE ROLE OF THE WELFARE STATE

Traditional welfare attributes of the State imply a clear role for the state with regards to
helping members of society to have a good life by, for example, the financing and delivery
of services and income transfers [just (re)distribution of income].

Contemporary forms of welfare (societal spending)

Public welfare (State)

Fiscal welfare (market): tax incentives are used to support companies’ willingness to
increase social spending on welfare delivered as part of being on the labour market.

Occupational welfare (private employers): occupational welfare “include[s] pensions for
employees, wives and dependants; child allowances; death benefits; health and welfare
services; personal expenses for travel, entertainment, residential accommodation;
children’s school fees; cheap meals, unemployment benefit, medical bills and an
incalculable variety of benefits in kind” (Titmuss 1987, apud Greve, 2008)

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/59/51/41100930.pdf
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Measuring public welfare

• At macro level: Gross National Product and total societal spending on welfare
policies (indicators of resources).

• At micro level: subjective feeling of happiness, numbers living in poverty
(indicators of well-being and avoiding of poverty).

NB “In economics, welfare is thus mainly connected to individual’s perception and
utility of the use of income. This also makes it very difficult to measure welfare at
the macro level as individuals’ evaluation of the utility gained from income will
differ, but often the consumers’ choice as reflected by the market has been used
as a proxy and this explains why GDP per capita is seen as a good indicator.” (Bent
Greve, What is welfare, 2008

http://www.cejpp.eu/index.php/ojs/article/viewFile/17/13
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“Marketization” of the welfare mechanism 
(Greve, 2008)

“The state’s interest might be that by giving economic
incentives, welfare can be at least partly be financed from
outside the public sector without increasing direct public
spending, thereby perhaps reducing the pressure on the
welfare state whilst, at the same time, keeping or increasing
the overall level of welfare. Marketization and increased
choice in the welfare state can also be part of the reason for
shifting away from public delivery.” (p. 60)

http://www.cejpp.eu/index.php/ojs/article/viewFile/17/13
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The role of the private sector in furthering human 
development (UNDP, 2010)

“The private sector is pivotal for human development. A new
conceptual framework on the role of the private sector in
development has emerged recently among development
institutions that recognizes the role of markets in extending
choices and opportunities to poor people and households as
producers, consumers and wage earners. Described variously
as inclusive market development, pro-poor private sector
development and making markets work for the poor, its
central precept is inclusiveness.” (UNDP, 2010)

26.03.2012/ GENT

Trends in global income distribution, 
1970-2000, and scenarios for 2015 
(Yuri Dikhanov World Bank , 2005)

• Pro-Poor Growth, 2000-2015. This scenario improves the
situation markedly. For EAP [East Asia and Pacific] and SAS
[South Asia] regions the time needed to halve poverty was
found to be 4 and 5 years, respectively, for poverty incidence,
and 4 years for both regions for absolute poverty. For Africa
and LAC [Latin America and the Caribbean], under the
current assumptions, poverty incidence will be halved in 30+
and 18 years, respectively, and absolute poverty will be cut
in half in 22 and 14 years, respectively. At the global level,
absolute poverty will be halved in 9 and poverty incidence in
10 years.
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Key issues for sustainable growth

• INCREASE CONTRIBUTION TO EDUCATION AND HEALTH

•STRENGTHEN THE ROLE OF INSTITUTIONS, POLICIES AND
EQUITY: “virtuous development processes involve
managing distributive conflict; building adequate state and
business capacity, with the state having sufficient
countervailing power to limit abuse of market power by
powerful capitalist groups and resolving sociopolitical
contests in favour of broad-based provisioning. Countries on
this path include most of the East Asian successes and the
more stable Latin American countries such as Brazil.” (UNDP,
2010)

26.03.2012/ GENT

Key issues for sustainable growth

•PEOPLE EMPOWERMENT (equity, civil rights, access
to communications, involving local communities)

•Reducing inequality and provide EQUITY

Fiscal policy can be a vital lever for greater equity,
with spending much more powerful than taxation.
Public spending on services and social protection
improves income distribution—and among publicly
provided services, healthcare and primary and
secondary education have the biggest
impacts.(UNDP, p.58)
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Corporate Social Responsibility

Milton Friedman, “Capitalism and Freedom" (1962):

- against the welfare policy, considered toxic for the business environment.

- Corporate responsibility is not “social”

it may well be in the long-run interest of a corporation that is a major

employer in a small community to devote resources to providing amenities to that
community or to improving its government. That may make it easier to attract
desirable employees, it may reduce the wage bill or lessen losses from pilferage
and sabotage or have other worthwhile effects. Or it may be that, given the laws
about the deductibility of corporate charitable contributions, the stockholders can
contribute more to charities they favor by having the corporation make the gift
than by doing it themselves, since they can in that way contribute an amount that
would otherwise have been paid as corporate taxes.

26.03.2012/ GENT

Evolution of terms and approaches to CSR.
Paternalistic, altruistic (vs. Libertarian),
responsible (EC, 2001) and sustainable (EC, 2011)

Paternalism is the interference of a state or an individual with
another person, against their will, and defended or motivated
by a claim that the person interfered with will be better off or
protected from harm.

Non-paternalistic altruism refers to the situation where a
given individual, the altruist, values the welfare of another,
the beneficiary. In contrast, paternalistic altruism refers to
the situation where the altruist values the beneficiary’s
consumption of a particular merit good, irrespective of the
beneficiary’s preferences. (Flores, 2000)
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Paternalism and welfare

The welfare state favours increasingly paternalistic policies, as 

society’s conception of the individual moves away from that of
unitary, rational people, and considers them instead as made of
multiple selves plagued by behavioural issues. One mechanism is
that individual responsibility loses legitimacy and efficiency in a
post-utilitarian society, leading to a substitution of coercive
prevention measure for incentive schemes. Another mechanism is
that behavioural issues are more likely to be concentrated at the
bottom of the distribution of income, implying that policy makers
will value paternalism more, the greater their redistributive
concerns. (Saint-Paul, 2009)

26.03.2012/ GENT

Paternalism and welfare

Modern welfare [post-utilitarian*] states are increasingly reluctant
to deny benefits to individuals who put themselves in welfare-
dependency out of their own choice and rely instead on coercive
preventive measures. Thus we see unconditional social assistance
coupled with compulsory contributions to pension systems; taxes
on tobacco and the proposal of a tax on “junk food”, but free
medical treatment of the associated subsequent health problems;
and free delivery of heroin (or methadone) and needles to addicts,
while its consumption is illegal for the non-addicts. (Saint-Paul,
2009)

* According to the utilitarian approach, individuals are responsible
for the consequences of their own decisions.
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CSR and the Stakeholder Theory

•Ed. Freeman (1984). Strategic Management: A
stakeholder Approach

•Multi-stakeholder approach: “any group or
individual who can affect or is affected by the
achievement of the organization’s objectives”

•Enlarged Corporate Governance: Evan and Freeman
(1990) normative theory: “Those groups who are
vital to the survival and success of the corporation”.

26.03.2012/ GENT

The Doctrine of Fair Contracts (Freeman, 1994)

Freeman develops how contracts can be made between the corporation
and stakeholders. Stakeholder representatives are assumed to be rationally
self interested and to understand the implications of different corporate
designs for success or failure. There are 6 rules that governs the action:

• The principle of entry and exit: The contract has to define process that
clarify entry, exit and renegotiation conditions for stakeholders to decide when
an agreement can be fulfilled.

• The principle of governance: Procedures for changing the rules of the game
must be agreed by unanimous consent. This would lead to stakeholder
governing board.

• The principle of externalities: If contract between A and B involve C, C has to
be invited as a party of the contract.
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The Doctrine of Fair Contracts (Freeman, 1994)

• The principle of contracting costs: Each parties must
share in the cost of contracting.

• The agency principle: Any party must serve the interests of
all stakeholders.

• The principle of limited immortality: The corporation
should be managed as if it can continue to serve the interests
of stakeholders through time.

26.03.2012/ GENT

European Policy Framework 

Communication from the Commission to the European
Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social
Committee and the Committee of the Regions. A renewed EU
strategy 2011-14 for Corporate Social Responsibility

EC, Brussels, 25 October 2011, 
http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/newsroom/cf/_getdocument.cfm?doc_id=7010

http://ec.europa.eu/enterprise/newsroom/cf/_getdocument.cfm?doc_id=7010
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CSR as “the responsibility of enterprises
for their impacts on society” (EC, 2011)

Respect for applicable legislation, and for collective agreements
between social partners, is a prerequisite for meeting that responsibility.
To fully meet their corporate social responsibility, enterprises should
have in place a process to integrate social, environmental, ethical,
human rights and consumer concerns into their business operations and
core strategy in close collaboration with their stakeholders, with the aim
of:

– maximizing the creation of shared value for their owners/shareholders
and for their other stakeholders and society at large;

– identifying, preventing and mitigating their possible adverse impacts.

26.03.2012/ GENT

The multidimensional nature of CSR

Human rights, employment, equality
CSR at least covers human rights, labour and employment
practices (such as training, diversity, gender equality and employee
health and well-being), environmental issues (such as biodiversity,
climate change, resource efficiency, life-cycle assessment and
pollution prevention), and [ social/ethical issues such as ]
combating bribery and corruption.

Community involvement and development, the integration of
disabled persons, and consumer interests, including privacy, are
also part of the CSR agenda. The Commission has adopted a
communication on EU policies and volunteering in which it
acknowledges employee volunteering as an expression of CSR.
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The multidimensional nature of CSR

Supply chain management (suppliers->processing-> distribution/ retailers-
>consumers)

The promotion of social and environmental responsibility through the supply-
chain, and the disclosure of non-financial information, are recognised as
important cross-cutting issues.

Cf. http://www.csr-supplychain.org/# Portal for Responsible Chain Management

Tax governance

Three principles of good tax governance – namely transparency, exchange of
information and fair tax competition – in relations between states. Enterprises are
encouraged, where appropriate, also to work towards the implementation of
these principles.
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Addressing corporate social responsibility is in 
the interests of enterprises (EC, 2011)

A strategic approach to CSR is increasingly important to the competitiveness of
enterprises.

It can bring benefits in terms of risk management, cost savings, access to capital,
customer relationships, human resource management, and innovation capacity.

Because CSR requires engagement with internal and external stakeholders, it
enables enterprises to better anticipate and take advantage of fast changing
societal expectations and operating conditions. It can therefore drive the
development of new markets and create opportunities for growth.

By addressing their social responsibility enterprises can build long-term
employee, consumer and citizen trust as a basis for sustainable business models.
Higher levels of trust in turn help to create an environment in which enterprises
can innovate and grow.

http://www.csr-supplychain.org/
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Addressing corporate social responsibility is in 
the interests of society as a whole (EC, 2011)

Through CSR, enterprises can significantly contribute to the European
Union’s treaty objectives of sustainable development and a highly
competitive social market economy.

CSR underpins the objectives of the Europe 2020 strategy for smart,
sustainable and inclusive growth, including the 75% employment
target.

Responsible business conduct is especially important when private
sector operators provide public services. Helping to mitigate the social
effects of the current economic crisis, including job losses, is part of the
social responsibility of enterprises. CSR offers a set of values on which
to build a more cohesive society and on which to base the transition to
a sustainable economic system.
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Only 15 out of 27 EU Member States
have national policy frameworks to promote CSR (EC, 
2011).

• Therefore, the Commission intends to create with Member States in
2012 a peer review mechanism for national CSR policies.

and

• Invites Member States to develop or update by mid 2012 their own
plans or national lists of priority actions to promote CSR in support of
the Europe 2020 strategy, with reference to internationally recognised
CSR principles and guidelines and in cooperation with enterprises and
other stakeholders, taking account of the issues raised in this
communication.

• Invites EU Member States to develop by the end of 2012 national
plans for the implementation of the UN Guiding Principles on
Business and Human Rights (adopted 21 March 2011). Cf.
http://www.ohchr.org/documents/issues/business/A.HRC.17.31.pdf

http://www.ohchr.org/documents/issues/business/A.HRC.17.31.pdf
http://www.ohchr.org/documents/issues/business/A.HRC.17.31.pdf
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External Affairs of EU and CSR

•The commission invites EU Member States to develop by the
end of 2012 national plans for the implementation of the
UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights
(adopted 21 March 2011). Cf.
http://www.ohchr.org/documents/issues/business/A.HRC.1
7.31.pdf

•The Commission intends to identify ways to promote
responsible business conduct in its future policy initiatives
towards more inclusive and sustainable recovery and
growth in third countries.

26.03.2012/ GENT

Visibility of CSR campaigns
Examples

Volkswagen wins 2011 PR award in CSR communications 
category

Recognition for cross-media campaign on CSR commitment in 
South Africa

• http://www.volkswagenag.com/content/vwcorp/info_center/en/news/2011/10/
pr_communication.html

http://www.ohchr.org/documents/issues/business/A.HRC.17.31.pdf
http://www.volkswagenag.com/content/vwcorp/info_center/en/news/2011/10/pr_communication.html
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Volkswagen wins 2011 PR award in CSR 
communications category

• The Volkswagen Group has been honored with the 2011 International 
German PR Award in the CSR communications category for its international 
cross-media campaign “1:0 for Volkswagen – Corporate Social 
Responsibility in South Africa”. […]In the jury’s opinion this “campaign 
accompanying the World Cup” with its broad range of instruments and 
events scored a “direct hit”. The award was presented to Volkswagen 
representatives Dr. Carsten Krebs, active in the communications department 
at Volkswagen of South Africa at the time of the campaign, and Michael 
Scholing-Darby, Head of Political Communications at Group External 
Relations. Volkswagen’s numerous projects and initiatives in South Africa, 
some of which have been running for decades, focus on education, 
employment, health and sport. The aim is to improve equal opportunities 
and to encourage the development of socially deprived communities. In 
addition, the Volkswagen workforce also helps disadvantaged children and 
teenagers with the “One Hour for the Future” and “A Chance to Play” 
initiatives. Corporate social responsibility is firmly anchored in the corporate 
strategy of the Volkswagen Group, which also received the German CSR 
Award in early April for its achievements in this field.
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Volkswagen CSR 

• Brochure (pdf.)
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Sustainability projects
Examples: Fujitsu

Responsibilities and Activities That Support Fujitsu Group Globalization

We aim to become a truly global ICT company that contributes to the creation of a secure
and rewarding networked society with a prosperous future for the peoples of the world
in which their dreams can be fulfilled.

• The Group is currently committed to three transformations that will address the
management issues faced by our customers and social issues, and has adopted three
business policies.

• We are focusing on the customer's customer in working with them on ICT uses that
contribute to their business results.

• We are adopting the global perspective necessary to provide high quality services
worldwide.

• We are working towards a low-carbon society in our commitment to environmental
sustainability.

http://www.fujitsu.com/global/about/responsibility/feature/2011/

26.03.2012/ GENT

Applications

•Fujitsu Message (pdf.)
•Fujitsu project (video)

•CSR Europe, key projects (pdf)

http://www.fujitsu.com/global/about/responsibility/feature/2011/


Corporate Narrations and Brand Palimpsest1 
 
 
 
 

 

BRANDS AS NARRATIONS 
 
 
The disciplines of corporate and brand communication have been subject to various 

considerations by specialists in advertising and brand management. Branding in particular 

is a peculiar interdisciplinary process and action, which combines marketing, 

communication, cultural aspects, visual semiotics and discourse management. Present 

positions towards brands are subject to various controversies, between apologetic 

sustenance from advertisers to denigration by anti-global activists or theorists (N. Klein, 

G. Ritzer). However branding and brands are part of our global identities, incorporating 

and carrying over times our cultural symbols, our ethos and our epos. 

Although the tradition of poetics is traditionally part of the literary studies, we consider 

that approaching brands as acts of creative imagination would be fertile in advancing our 

interpretation of branding. Our premise is that stories incorporate both organisational and 

individual experiences of members of a particular organisational setting to a degree where 

that can shape and build a unit of meaning (cf. thoughts about organisational learning in 

classic works of Peter Senge, 1990, some reflections upon organisational dialogue at 

Argyris & Schon, 1978, Browning, 1991, Schein 1993, Yanow, 1992 or recent posts by 

Judy Gombita on constructing organisational narratives, 2011).  

In his vividly debated book (Storytelling, 2008), the French writer and CNRS researcher 

Christian Salmon referred to “organisation récitante” or storytelling company, suggesting 

a fictional stance of the contemporary companies. Such way of corporate being is    

instrumented through subtle methods of corporate propaganda which proved its force in 

promoting void brands like Enron2. In this category of corporate discourses, the rhetoric is 

used to outline brand uniqueness and seduce consumers to adopt branding in their 

lifestyles. Major scholars of strategic brand management assert that brands power resides 

in the psychic capacity of consumers to recognise and accept brands. Among others, recent 

brand management proposals such as the CBBE (customer-based brand equity) model 

clearly indicated that the influence of brands consists in the “differential effect that brand 

                                                             
1 Paper presented at the 23rd Sinergie annual Congress, Corporate governance and strategic 

communication. Is communication taking over?  10th -11th of November, 2011, IULM University, Milan, 

Italy. First published in Styles of Communication, Vol. 3, no 1 / 2011, pp. 145-162.  
2 “Void brands” would be those which have no real reference (or real object) so they are false or imaginary.  
We nevertheless assert that all brands are “imaginative” in a way they can inspire and stimulate our 
imagination. Cf. the distinction about the “The Imaginative and the Imaginary” in Northrop Frye, Fables of 
Identity, 1963. 

 



knowledge has on customer response to the marketing of that brand” (Keller, 2008, p. 48). 

It has been also asserted that brand should express a duality of “product performance and 

imagery” (idem, p. 77) in order to capture the customer response, therefore we consider 

that building brands can be similarly viewed as poiesis or creation according to the ancient 

Greek meaning of the word. 

In his theoretical position and defense of the rhetorical enactment in public relations, Heath 

(2001, p. 41) states that “enactment is meaningful as co-creative narratives” and implies 

the construction on mutual basis of a common reference for both organisation and publics. 

The point of view of Heath is recuperating the logicians’ axioms based on the ancient 

tradition of Plato and Aristotle dialogic forms of seeking the truth in nature and 

transmitting it through language, plus the construction of these social layers of truth in the 

community life (reference to Mead or others). This construction and reconstruction of 

meaning, noted since the ancient philosophy of language, is not different in the nature of 

brands, which, in fact, as Plato in Cratylus would assert, are nothing but arbitrary names 

of a changing (Heraclitean) reality. Later recuperated in modern Logic and Linguistics, by 

the triangle of reference, referent and sense, the constructed meaning is assumed today as 

being an arbitrary form of interpreting the reality in which we exist. 

Brands are not dissimilar of other symbolic forms of expression. To understand their 

nature, we must inquire if they truly represent an object (or product) therefore a primary 

source of knowledge, or simply connecting the names already given to various forms of 

existence with no clear reference, case in which they will indicate a secondary or illusory 

expression of reality. The example of the names given to the first major brands is 

revelatory. To give a significant case, we shall refer to the notorious Kodak story, a brand 

simply created by euphonic reasons with reference to the film making or to any imagining 

product:  

“The word "Kodak" was first registered as a trademark in 1888. There has been some 

fanciful speculation, from time to time, on how the name was originated. But the plain truth 

is that Eastman invented it out of thin air. He explained: "I devised the name myself. The 

letter 'K' had been a favorite with me -- it seems a strong, incisive sort of letter. It became 

a question of trying out a great number of combinations of letters that made words starting 

and ending with 'K.' The word 'Kodak' is the result.”3 

The use of explicit or implicit stories in creating brands has become part of the interpretive 

treatment of language in publicity. But in most of these narrations that create the collective 

                                                             
3 http://www.kodak.com/global/en/corp/historyOfKodak/eastmanTheMan.jhtml?pq-path=2689&pq-

locale=en_US, retrieved June, 20, 2011.  

http://www.kodak.com/global/en/corp/historyOfKodak/eastmanTheMan.jhtml?pq-path=2689&pq-locale=en_US
http://www.kodak.com/global/en/corp/historyOfKodak/eastmanTheMan.jhtml?pq-path=2689&pq-locale=en_US


meaning of the brand, the storyteller was either the brand founder (e.g. George Eastman) 

or the advertiser, like Oliviero Toscani for United Colours of Benetton. The dialogue is 

initiated and sustained through a channelled discourse, well managed and rigorously 

protected. We would categorise this in a class of “founding stories” or heroic stories, which 

are normally part of the brand mythology. Emotional advertising is used for creating the 

effect upon the consumers who eventually assume the brands as part of their experiences. 

Most of the new rules of the “cutting edge advertising” proposed by Jim Aitchinson (2006) 

would recommend this way of inspiring by legends that stimulate consumers to go beyond 

the tangible product reference. 

In traditional popular stories that circulate in many variants across territories, the 

performers would normally create news versions by incorporating the local experiences of 

their communities. Sometimes brands may incorporate parts of the local stories (like Dero 

of Unilever in Romania)4, or create interactive “status stories” in order to involve 

customers in personal branding5. This second category of brand stories is built on the local 

histories and creates an identity mechanism through adopting norms and innovation 

(Rogers, 2003). 

Common corporate books are celebrating the brand experience and they are created in a 

bildungsroman genre, with the difference that the apprentice or the character who is subject 

of self-development and formation is the company itself. The interest for the corporate 

America dates back to the early 20
th

 century along with the classic authors like Theodore 

Dreiser, whose American projected trilogy was meant to describe the corporate life in 

America of the beginning of the last century (inspired by the biography of the 

transportation magnate of Chicago, Charles Tyson Yerkes)6. In Dreiser’s books the main 

character as well as the corporate facts are dissimulated (Yerkes is portrayed in the lead 

character, Frank Cowperwood, although the depicted events were true in the context of the 

late 19th century America). 

We shall examine four books in the category of stories about the intricate culture of 

corporate brands. One of them was written in 2004 by Constance Hays, a former business 

                                                             
4 The 40th anniversary of the DERO brand campaign in 2007 in Romania called upon a common history of 

the brand and a liberal decade of the communist époque in the years of 1970s, using figures of the pop singers 
of that period of time. Cf.  

http://www.iqads.ro/a_6878/punct_advertising_si_dero_au_lansat_parfumul_anilor_cei_mai_frumosi.html.  
5My Kleenex provides consumers with the possibility of personalized photos that express personal 

memorable experiences. Cf.  http://trendwatching.com/trends/statusstories.htm, retrieved May, 16, 

2011. 
6 Two of the titles out of three were published, namely The Financier (1912) and The 
Titan (1914). The Stoic was published postmortem in 1947.  

http://www.iqads.ro/a_6878/punct_advertising_si_dero_au_lansat_parfumul_anilor_cei_mai_frumosi.html
http://trendwatching.com/trends/statusstories.htm


reporter of New York Times7. The book called “The Real Thing. Truth and Power at the 

Coca-Cola Company” covers the last decades of the company. One may designate this type 

of stories as companies’ monographs, but the way the history of the company is related is 

more in the sense of a narration and not of a factual presentation. The events of the first 

chapter are placed in 1994, and it title “the Road to Rome” is a multiple reference    to 

Rome, Georgia in US, but symbolically linked to the ancient roads to Rome as well as to 

the spiritual evolving of the Christian Rome. A short quotation from Hays’s book, 

describing the company’s competitor, PepsiCo, is revelatory for her storyteller vocation: 

“Outside, the morning sun glittered on the streams of water cascading through the 

fountains that dotted the manicured property in Purchase, New York, that was the PepsiCo 

corporate headquarters. The copper beeches still fluttered their purplish-black leaves; the 

maples had turned the color of flame.” (p. 186) 

Compared to early fiction works on corporate America, like Dreiser’s ones, the book of 

Constance Hays is facts based, simpler and less dramatic, scrupulous (and sincere?) in 

portraying the corporate executives and the inner corporate spirit, as the author announces 

in the Preface:  

“The men running Coca-Cola Company in 1981 recognized Coke’s awesome power. But 

they were sure they could improve it. The first century of Coke had had its high points, but 

so much had been sloppy, undisciplined, or left top luck – unpredictable forces no one 

could trust. So they planned a future that they would control from top to bottom, in their 

company’s best interest – a future that would be far different from the reality they knew”. 

(p. xi)  

The communication of the brand is embedded in the naturalistic description of the CEOs, 

so it looks like their characters sustain the brand life and symbolism:  

“By 1997, the company was divided down the middle between what one former executive 

called “Georgia old-boy types with Coke in their veins”, who saw Coca Cola as infallible, 

and a younger generation, more skeptical of the marketing messages because events – in 

politics or elsewhere – had thought them to look beneath the surface of corporate 

pronouncements.” (p. 176) 

The story has different layers: at the bottom, the very history of America’s corporate life, 

which is implicit and assumed by the narrator’s voice; secondly, the knowledge of the   

Coca-Cola secular name and fame which is tacitly shared by the narrator and reader helping 

the story to grow from this complicity in the same way as fiction stories; thirdly, the story 

as such, viewed by a distant and omniscient witness that celebrates a unique experience of 

                                                             
7 Constance Hays died at the age of 44, cf. the news reported by The Times in 2005 

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/12/07/nyregion/07hays.html, retrieved May, 25, 2011.  

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/12/07/nyregion/07hays.html


life:  

“And before long, there was the integration of Coca-Cola and another grate object of the 

nation’s affection: the car. Some people poured Coke onto their windshields to clean them 

in the rain, insisting that nothing cut through the greasy film of stuff that built up on the 

glass like good old Coca-Cola. Others used it to clean the interior, scrubbing at stains on 

the dashboard with a rag dipped in Coca-Cola. The animal kingdom, too, joined the Coca-

Cola faithful. Dogs, horses, canaries, elephants, and honeybees were all witnessed 

drinking Coke.” (p. 109). 

Ritualistic acts are described and myths around the brand appear due to an enchanted 

performance of the narrator who forms a gallery of characters of a Balzacian sort:  

“The Keough people were thought to be ideologically uncluttered when it came to Coca-

Cola: They loved the brand and would do anything to protect and perpetuate it. The Doug-

ettes, meanwhile, were considered more mercenary. They were the ones who looked out 

chiefly for the bottom of the line and, the thinking went, spared nothing along the way.” 

(p. 177) 

Although the book was thoroughly documented, as Constance Hays states in the last 

“Acknowledgements”, the story is entirely reconstructed and totally assumed by its 

narrator, who confesses the heroic regime of the tale: “Dedicated to my husband, John 

Hays, who is proof that some stories have happy endings. And to all the brave, 

everywhere.” (p. 394) As in the old legends, the plot is the revelation of an exceptional 

course of events. If we think of more symbolism, we can see that, because of the author’s 

death next year after the publication of the book, the brand was somehow part of her 

destiny, and this aspect amplifies the dramatic aspect of the story. 

The second example is the book dedicated to Disney by James B. Stewart, “Disney War: 

The Battle for the Magic Kingdom” (2006), himself a journalist of the Wall Street Journal, 

SmartMoney and The New Yorker, business columnist at the New York Times, and 

professor of Journalism. The public value of Disney story is similar to the previous one on 

Coca-Cola, although the brands are different, namely to penetrate and reveal the obscure 

sides of the company’s and brand’s cultures. The author is less inclined to celebrate, but to 

disclose the internal battles for leadership and power during the Michael Eisner époque at 

Disney8. The use of repeated dialogue lines in the story resembles to a film script (the book 

starts with a chronological list of the “cast members”), and the style is more journalistic, in 

                                                             
8Michael Eisner was the CEO at Disney Company between 1984 and 2005, and his work was subject to both 

appreciations and various controversies, cf. Laura Holson, “A Quiet Departure for Eisner at Disney”, New 

York Times, 26 September 2005,  

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/09/26/business/media/26eisner.html.  

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/09/26/business/media/26eisner.html


the sense that facts are more evidenced and the fictional distortion somehow diminished. 

On the other hand, the story gains in authenticity, as the narrator no longer assumes the 

omniscient role of a storyteller, leaving to the characters the full performance on the front 

stage: 

“Give me sixty to ninety days,” Katzenberg replied. “It’s done.” 

“It will take years.” 

“Give me the job of president for two years, and if doesn’t work out fire me, 

Katzberg suggested. 

“No.” 

They were at an impasse.  (p.161) 

The veracity of the dialogues is attested by the author himself at the end of the book in “A 

Note on sources”, as well as its sources. To compare the two stories, one of Hays and the 

other of Stewart, from the point of view of co-creating the organisational sense of the 

drama, we note that Stewart’s dialogic narration is closer to the corporate experience, being 

less assumed by the narrator and wholly controlled by the corporate performers. 

With such “écriture”, the different layers of the story palimpsest are less detectable. The 

whole narration is rooted on an intricate family story that goes back to the founder, Walt 

Disney at beginning of the 20th century, and continues until the governance of Roy E. 

Disney, his nephew, who died in 2009, at the age of 79 (three years after the publication of 

the book of James Stewart). Eisner himself had a turbulent personal story and career at 

Disney, so the whole narration of Stewart is also composed in various strata and symbols. 

Stewart’s book presents an additional meta-narrative capacity, which is to disclose the 

process of writing and the inner conception of the book. In the same Note on sources, the 

author explains the deliberate choice for the genre of narration while disclosing the 

corporate life:  

“An advantage of using a narrative approach is that none of the sources are identified. 

Nearly all the quotes taken directly from my interviews and attributed to the speaker are 

from Eisner. Otherwise, to identify some sources and not others would simply invite 

speculation, by process of elimination, about who was or wasn’t a source.” (p. 545) 

A particular value is attributed by the author to the use of dialogues which are given a 

particular narrative value and proves the existence of “narratological conscience” beyond 

Stewart’s statements:  

“As part of the narrative, I have included passages of dialogue. Dialogue – what words 

were said – is a fact like any other. It is not necessarily a quotation from an interview with 

me and I would discourage readers from inferring that one or both of the direct speakers 



is a direct source.” (ibid.) 

Describing the dialogue “a fact like any other” would lead to admitting that dialogues have 

indeed a narrative function, in spite of the fact that the author is not concerned of any 

specific terminology. The dialogical nature of Stewart’s book confers a particular value to 

the corporate epos.  

The third example is a volume dedicated to AVON, a company of cosmetic and beauty 

products and entitled “Avon: Building the World’s Premier Company for Women”. The 

book is written by Laura Klepacki and published in 2005. The book is stylistically 

negligible, with a low degree of performativity9. Of all the cases we have examined, this is 

a true marketing book by purpose and writing style, with no specific literary or discourse 

value. It is factual in presenting the brand, politically correct in describing the corporate 

acts, with correct but superficial understanding of the cultural features:  

“The scientific arm of Avon’s product development machine has been centered at the same 

Suffern, New York, site since 1895, beginning with a makeshift lab. The process is like a 

spinning top that may wind down at times but never slows enough to tip. Avon invents at 

least 1.000 new beauty products every year. It is an astounding number that far outpaces 

the productivity at any other beauty company.” (p. 102).  

No matter how paradoxical it may seem, the Avon history is not told in a story format, but 

of a large corporate brochure. The characters’ performance is dull, and the acting is false. 

Despite the notoriety of the brand, the propagandistic tune of the book makes it doubtful 

and tedious:  

“Whether it is someone from marketing or product development, part of the job is to go 

out and scour every corner of society to find where new ideas are emerging. Anything can 

lead to a new beauty concept, be it a nightclub fashion trend that needs a matching nail 

color or a popular food ingredient that can be used as a star scent for a new lip gloss.” 

(p.110) 

We are particularly stunned by the fact that a book with an obvious advertising purpose is 

so little concerned about readership, except perhaps the group of stakeholders. The brand 

presentation is shallow, and palimpsest is void: no layers for the symbolic construction, no 

myths to be born. As we will demonstrate in our analysis, common marketing instruments 

are often inadequate for an effective strategic brand communication. 

There are other cases in which brands became experiential in the true sense of inspiring or 

being at the bottom of personal career and projects. This is the case of our fourth example. 

                                                             
9 The terms performative and performativity related to language recalls of John Austin, How To do Things 

with Words, 1962.   



Aviad Meitar, former Chairman of Quadrant Amorq Bottling Company Limited (QABCL), 

that was the exclusive PepsiCo licensee for Romania in the early 1990s, published a rather 

surprising book about his personal experience in Romania under the title: An Unimaginable 

Journey. How Pepsi Beat the Odds in Romania (2009).10 

The author of the book had no wish to celebrate the brand in itself as the book is not a 

branding exercise per se, but he uses comparisons and a moralistic style to portray the 

arrival of Pepsi in Romania of the ‘90s similar to the Viking spirit of conquest:  

“One thousand years ago, Nordic seamen roamed the oceans in their longboats, 

conquering nations and launching Pepsi franchises wherever they went. Not really. But on 

a recent trip to Scandinavia, I became fascinated with Viking culture and discovered our 

Pepsi team had a lot in common with those long-ago sailing man bravely exploring 

uncharted waters” (p. 35). 

Far from being a corporate message, the book of Aviad, dedicated to the Coke’s competitor, 

Pepsi, is also depicting local characters much more than looking at the driving forces of 

the market in the Eastern Europe. The book on Pepsi is no longer written in the naturalistic 

epos of the corporate novels in Dreiser’s tradition, but rather in the European style of 

memorialistic literature, a first person narrative that seems to totally assume the Pepsi brand 

as far as its Romanian adventure was concerned. The history is more romanticized, with 

nostalgic and idealistic views of the author, who is both the narrator and the main character 

of the book. Events of the personal life of the author are mixed with the actual experience 

of the brand.  

“After the mourning period, I needed to visit the operation in Romania, so my wife, Ravit, 

came along. It was her first visit to the country, some eighteen months after the inaugural 

trip, and I was eager to view Romania through her fresh eyes. Our trip allowed me to gain 

some perspective on all of the development the country had seen in a year and a half. I 

appreciated the opportunity to mentally review our progress while I showed Ravit around.” 

(p. 59) 

Since there are many such passages in the book, it seems an autobiography, written with a 

good sense of memory, narrative and identity. The book tells more about Aviad Meitar 

beating the odds than about Pepsi, however the emotional effect of the story and the feeling 

that we have witnessed a human sacrifice to the brand’s deities revives its myth. The last 

discussion of the author with his oldest son on the topic of passing the Pepsi operation to 

another bottler is revealing as a parable:  

                                                             
10 More evidence on the author and his book at http://www.authorsden.com/aviadmeitar. The presence of 

Quadrant Amorq Bottling in the early 1990s is briefly reported on the official website of PepsiCo Romania, 

http://www.pepsico.ro/, retrieved May, 05, 2011.  

http://www.pepsico.ro/


“Daddy,” he said through his tears, “all these years you have repeated the story that on 

January 1992 two children were born to you: the Pepsi business on the sixth and me on 

the seventh. Now that the business is being sold, what does that mean about my identity?” 

(p. 163) 

It is quite unusual for a book that is dedicated to a brand to be an autobiography of the 

author. The text becomes entirely parabolic and its intertextuality serves to construct a 

completely different brand of Pepsi that known. Compared to previous corporate books, 

notably those of Hays and Stewart, Aviad Meitar’s story has nothing in common with tales 

of corporate heroism. On the contrary, there are figures of humility and modesty throughout 

the odyssey of the QABCL that symbolically express the virtues of those who bring the 

brand to the unknown land of Romania.  

 

FICTION, VERNACULAR MEMORY AND RHETORIC IN BRAND 

COMMUNICATION 

Most critics would not recognise the corporate books as literary and the notoriety of such 

products will remain in the area of corporate public relations. The corporate books contain 

nonetheless different strata of the brand palimpsest and there are artefacts of the popular 

culture around the brand. It is our intention to question the nature of these texts and explain 

whether they should be considered minor pieces of literature, elements of the biography of 

the respective writers, or instruments of brand communication. 

Brand strategists, such as Kevin L. Keller (2008) would be in favour of admitting that all 

stories are part of brand capital as long as they represent the customers’ response. Indeed 

brand marketing strategists aim to capitalise the consumers’ values in the reputation and 

culture of the brand. If we examine the official website11 of the Coca-Cola company, at 

http://www.thecoca-colacompany.com/heritage/stories/index.html, we note that “status 

stories” on Coca-Cola and Coke are being classified on categories of topics or genre 

(romance, military, times with friends, Coca-Cola employees, etc.). There is an attempt to 

cover all genres of text and all predicable experiences. There is however no trace of the 

Hays’ book at the official Coca Cola site and we could not detect clear results elsewhere. 

Following the trace of the Hays’ book on the internet, we found that Hays’ book is indeed 

read and recommended, but no apparent attachment to the brand results, which would have 

readers of this book.12 There are some professional reviews such as the one in the 

                                                             
11 http://www.thecoca-colacompany.com/heritage/stories/index.html, retrieved May, 25, 2011. 
12 79 reviews, ratings and comments are on display at 

http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/203590.The_Real_Thing. None of the readers express the idea of 

consuming the product or valuing the brand. Most of the respondents are commenting on the plot and on the 

story as a whole, which brings us to the idea that Hays book was never used by the brand to target the key 

http://www.thecoca-colacompany.com/heritage/stories/index.html


Guardian13, but little interest is placed in the relationship between the brand and its publics. 

In case of the Aviad Meitar’s book, the lack of public appearance of PepsiCo at the 

launching event of the book on the 11th of March 2010 in Bucharest is inexplicable in the 

normal context of branding in which all events should be capitalised in the best possible 

way.14 The company PepsiCo Romania does not assume in its official website any of the 

events related in the book, although the presence of Quadrant Amorq Bottling is briefly 

noted as part of the post-communist history of Pepsi in Romania. 

This state of affairs shows a marginal position and low recognition of other stories that 

those told or invited by the companies themselves. Although documenting the books is 

largely done with the help of insiders, we can assert that corporate stories are created 

outside the corporate communities, within the public area, and have recourse to collective 

narrative patterns of a given society.  

Let us examine the three possible phases of the corporate representation: the fictional state, 

the “collective memory” state, and the corporate rhetoric state. Fiction refers to 

considerations of some attributes like mimesis, or representation of reality, imaginary, 

which is the sublimation of desire, rather than the truth, and in late modernity, questioning 

personal authenticity. What kind of fiction do we witness in these cases: we could refer to 

“documentary fiction” or to “historical fiction”. In any case, the representational state is 

questionable because not authors introduce themselves as narrators of the story. The 

highest rank is hold by the book on Pepsi, since the author has used a first-person narrative. 

The lowest is hold by the Avon book, whose author reports, without narrating. The fictional 

state is better sustained by authors like Stewart in his meta-narrative afterword, who 

indicates his use of imagination in combining and using the sources. In terms of personal 

authenticity, all narrators, being the 1st or the 3rd person, are distorted by and distort 

reality. 

The aspect of collective memory being involved in the memorisation and public 

capitalisation of brands is particularly important. The community memory serves as both 

alibi for the brand innocence and support for writing the brand palimpsest. It acts therefore 

as an “embedded memory”, in which memory and the logic performance of the action is 

integrated.15 Although the attributes of embedment do not appear in references of social 

                                                             
publics. The commentaries are modest or reserved. ”No great insights”, concludes one of the reviewers in 

august 2011.   
13 Cf. http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2004/mar/27/featuresreviews.guardianreview6, retrieved June, 14, 

2010.  
14 For reference to the launching event, see http://www.romania-insider.com/aviad-meitar-for-the-ny-times-

taking-the-pepsi-franchise-into-an-ice-cold-romania/12851/, retrieved June, 16, 2011.  
15 The terms of “embedded memory” are used in the computing sciences for defining complex operating 

systems that performs autonomously single integrated functions.cf. Karcher et al., Memory 1997, Integrated 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2004/mar/27/featuresreviews.guardianreview6
http://www.romania-insider.com/aviad-meitar-for-the-ny-times-taking-the-pepsi-franchise-into-an-ice-cold-romania/12851/
http://www.romania-insider.com/aviad-meitar-for-the-ny-times-taking-the-pepsi-franchise-into-an-ice-cold-romania/12851/


studies (that use attributes such as “collective”, “public” or “cultural”) social memory often 

operates as a “vernacular” memory16, being led by narrative patterns around identity and 

ethnicity, and its effect on the group behavior appears in various collective rituals (like 

anniversaries or commemorations) and also in ethnic conflicts. In their paper, Anderlini et 

al. (2009) argues that an incorrect vicarious memory of a given society is the key for 

creating and perpetuating destructive ethnic conflicts, and they demonstrate their premise 

through the application of game theory. If the ritualization of the brand occurs in the same 

way as the ritualization of collective past events, we can conclude that some sort of 

vernacular or public memory is being used for the celebration of brands in the same way 

that communities celebrate their ancestors or their national heroes.  

In terms of rhetoric as the source and scope of narration, if we try to apply the rhetorical 

enactment theory followed Heath’s proposal in the second chapter of the Handbook of 

Public Relations (2001) to the corporate discourse of the four books on Coca Cola, Pepsi, 

Avon or Disney, to what extent we can conclude that a co-creation of meaning is applied? 

It is a rhetorical enactment being present; do we say that a dialogic approach is part of the 

relationships that these various brands are building with their key publics? The stories are 

indeed subject of an inquiry and often the interaction between two or more players. Like 

in the Shakespearean theatre, the drama is organised around an absent character, which is 

the brand, always invoked, but not performing.  

Current business would engage in the application of rhetoric for their publicity, public 

relations or branding for generating and maintaining the active dialogue with its 

stakeholders or publics. In the cases that we have previously analysed, the dialogues 

embrace two forms of expression: the literary expression, which is the use of dialogues 

within the narratives, as a particular mode or regime of the epos, and the communicative 

form, which will be shaped in transactions of meaning between actors though 

conversational implicatures.17 In this respect, it is indeed astonishing that all corporate 

books have been characterized by large parts of dialogues reproducing discussions at the 

management level. Although the dialogue is not directly engaging external publics, it could 

be the intention of the narrators, as it happens in the modern novels, to help the reader to 

                                                             
Circuit Engineering Corporation, http://smithsonianchips.si.edu/ice/cd/MEMORY97/SEC11.PDF, retrieved 

June, 11, 2011.  
16 Cf. Bodnar, J. (1992), Remaking America: public memory, commemoration and patriotism in the twentieth 

century, NJ, Princeton University Press. Cf. commentaries to Bodnar work at Tinker, G. (2005), Key concepts 

in European Modern History. Constructing Public Memory: Problems with the Bodnar Thesis, retrieved from  

http://www.gregtinker.co.uk/documents/Greg%20Tinker%20-20Constructing%20Public%20Memory.pdf, 

retrieved June, 25, 2011.   
17 Cf. Pragmatic points on Grices’s conversational implicatures in Levinson, S. (2000), Presumtive meanings. 

The theory of generalized conversational implicature, MIT, Cambridge.   

http://smithsonianchips.si.edu/ice/cd/MEMORY97/SEC11.PDF
http://www.gregtinker.co.uk/documents/Greg%20Tinker%20-20Constructing%20Public%20Memory.pdf


identify with any of the outlined characters. In his analysis on the process of identification 

of contemporary readers with media characters, Cohen (2001) specifies the distinction 

between what we may call personality identification and the communicative identification: 

“Unlike identification with parents, leaders, or nations, identification with media characters 

is a result of a carefully constructed situation. Thus, media studies of identification must 

account for the production of identification targets as well as the identification of audiences 

with them. Finally, it is important to note that identification is a response to communication 

by others that is marked by internalizing a point of view rather than a process of projecting 

one’s own identity onto someone or something else.” (p. 251) 

Communicative identification would therefore serve to emphasize the persuasion function 

of the language. Unlike the fictional books, the corporate work as media for conveying 

specific public messages, it should that be seen as a product of technologically and socially 

embedded strategies of political socialization of the readers. In his arguments, Cohen 

shows that narrative media genres are more likely to stimulate the identification processes 

than other audio-visual genres (ibidem, p. 258). We therefore conclude that dialogues do 

not have an informative function, but a representational and an emphatic one, which serves 

to anchor the brand in the public memory. Linguistically, most of these dialogues contain 

implicatures on power relations (similar to the language of politics), through which the 

audience will infer meanings on subjects that are not asserted by the narrator. 

One of the best theories that might explain the use of the language of the corporate books 

is exposed in “The Construction of Social reality” by John Searle (1995/2000). The theory 

is meant to explain the social construction of institutional facts by collective intentionality, 

through utterances that have an agentive function for assigning a status to the objects or 

facts, and discursive facts obey to constitutive rules to make that status to perform a defined 

function (in the form that “X counts as Y in C”). As Searle states, “within the category of 

agentive functions is a special category of those entities whose agentive function is to 

symbolize, to represent, to stand for – or, in general – to mean something or other.”(p.31)18  

The large use of performative utterances determines a certain obscurity of the entire 

communication, because this kind of utterances cannot be treated as true or false (a thesis 

that goes back to Austin, 1962). Moreover, compared to “constative” utterances and acts, 

the performatives represent a language of authority and the expression of intrinsic power. 

Following this Austin/ Searle line of logic, we say that corporate books corrupt the real 

                                                             
18 Although we consulted the Romanian translation and the page indicated is from this source, the quotation 

respects the English version from 1995, published by Free Press, NY.   



world of the company and establish a different one, through a series of “parasitic” acts with 

the illocutionary force that institutionalizes the brand. 

We can reassert that the use of performatives, which is unusual in fictional texts, offers the 

corporate story authenticity and the necessary credibility in relation to the brand’s publics. 

In this regard, we have to add that the text remains ambiguous as concerns its readership 

and the delineation between readers, stakeholders and any publics. As previously 

explained, the corporate text should be treated as a medium of public communication, 

therefore it is a blurred line between its heuristic function and the persuasive.  

 

CORPORATE BOOKS AND STRATEGIC COMMUNICATION. CONCLUDING 

REMARKS 

In this analysis, we aimed to confirm the premise that corporate books are indeed 

instruments of (brand) strategic communication and their instrumentalisation is made 

through the particular use of their hybrid genre, which is situated between literature, 

history, journalism and marketing. We examined four books of different brands, authors 

and styles of writing, with the intention to cross examine their poetic status and conclude 

upon their communicative function. All the items were published in the late decade, which 

makes us believe that is a recent phenomenon, perhaps encouraged by the turbulent life of 

business in the last years. Their marketing function is obvious although not declared by 

any of the involved parts, being either the author or the company executives. There have 

all been ambitious projects, that required documentation and time for gathering data and 

facts from direct research. 

There are many formal contradictions that mark these products, which we consider 

relevant:  

a) the obscure readership: the books were intended for the large market, but their circulation 

remains limited to a sphere of connaisseurs or to the erratic comments on the web.  

b) the hidden corporate authorship: all authors assume their texts and subjects entirely 

despite the fact that all stories are previously owned by different owners, notably the 

described companies. For some of them (C. Hays, J. Stewart) was a matter of business 

expertise, for others (A. Meitar) a personal and professional accomplishment. In case of L. 

Klepacki, it seems a personal project. In spite of these clear commitments, the books are 

characterized by a double intellectual ownership, of the author and of the CEOs involved.  

c) the feeble structure of the plot and characters: the stories depict real sequences of the 

corporate life and follow closely the historical facts as they are; however, other interviewed 



persons, except the prominent figures in the management, are not introduced in the galleria 

of portraits, and this aspects leads us to doubt the veracity of certain facts.  

In addition, there are inner textual contradictions related to the use of language and the 

particular écriture or writing style, the regime of the story - fictional or non-fictional-, the 

authenticity of characters’ dialogues in relation to an omniscient narrator, etc. In front of 

an object so contradictory, and despite the mediocre value of certain types, the research 

method is not evident to the critic. Narratives are rarely used in public relations or publicity 

to examine the corporate discourse, with some exceptions consisting in the examination of 

corporate official texts such as success stories or “status stories”. The fact that narratology 

should be viewed independently of literary criticism is accepted.19 Nevertheless, apart for 

accepting the rhetoric and argumentative methods to describe the dialogic dimension of 

public communication, the sources rooted in linguistics or in the philosophy of language 

remain unexplored. 

In support of the argumentation of expanding the interdisciplinary boundaries of the 

methodologies, Ihlen et al. (2009) strengthen the view on major social theories being used 

in public relations:  

“It is obvious that public relations theory can be and, in fact, is rooted in a number of 

disciplinary fields, such as mass communication, interpersonal/speech communication, 

(social) psychology, economics, and sociology, and in different schools of thought, such as 

functionalism, constructivism, feminism, Marxism, or cultural theories.” (p. 3).  

Their interpretation of public relations fundamentals based on authors like Bourdieu, 

Foucault, Habermas, Latour and others, builds a solid perspective on the critical reviews 

of our discipline. This volume should be seen in continuation of many other scholars 

providing theoretical inputs in collective studies or independently. The interdisciplinary 

approaches are therefore encouraged and we see more epistemological concerns about the 

object and the methodology of public relations and strategic communication. 

Social theories are optimal for the cross-fertilization of the organizational disciplines and 

studies; however the communicative approaches require an even greater variety of 

interpretive methods. There are communicative objects whose representational function 

remains marginal such as the corporate books. We have used a method that connects social 

and cultural anthropology, narratology, socio-linguistic, and pragmatics of language. 

Although we are aware of the incompleteness of our analysis, a single method would have 

been even more deficient in explaining the status of these books. The fact that they are 

                                                             
19 Cf. Meister, J.C., Kindt, T., Schemus, W., (2005), Narratology beyond literary criticism: mediality, 

disciplinarity, Walter de Gruyter, Berlin.   



treated as objects of mass entertainment and they are not ranked high in the editorial market 

might is indeed a sign of their mediocre brand positioning so far. In many ways, they are 

artefacts of the popular culture; therefore new theoretical insights could be relevant for that 

aspect as well. 
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Communication organisationnelle et réseaux informels internes: les 

effets des TIC sur la culture interne de l’entreprise1 

 

 

Résumé: 

Les discussions sur la communication d’entreprise se situent à deux niveaux: un niveau 

apparent, lié à la communication officielle, formelle; l’autre, profond, émergeant, subtil 

de la communication “invisible”, informelle, interpersonnelle. En vue de permettre aux 

dirigeants de l’entreprise de tenir compte du spectre communicationnel, ces réseaux 

informels (nommés “grapevine”, en anglais) doivent être pris en compte, analysés, 

explorés dans leurs effets positifs, et, par suite, transformés dans une nouvelle énergie 

productrice du groupe organisationnel. 

Une culture organisationnelle riche se définie par les myriades des réseaux de type 

grapevine. En première place, il s’agit des rumeurs, et de ceux qui jouent à l’intérieur de 

l’entreprise un rôle-clé pour leur transmission. Nous discutons ici des rumeurs en tant 

que phénomène actif de la dynamique de groupe, contraire au sens courant, péjoratif du 

terme “rumeur”, qui s’associe au “menteur”, au “faux”, au colportage d’une information 

non vraie ou non vérifiée. En fait, les rumeurs internes ne sont pas des phénomènes 

pathologiques, au contraire, ils peuvent, dans des situations définies, relancer la vie 

interne du groupe organisationnel, le reconfigurer à base d’une égalité plus efficace.  

D’autre part, on parle des cabales et de leur rôle en tant que communicateurs actifs à 

l’intérieur de l’organisation. Les cabales construisent une fonction critique, même 

satirique à l’intérieur de l’organisation. Ils discutent des décisions gâchées, des 

comportements inappropriés, des abus, des jeux du pouvoir. Tout comme les rumeurs, 

les cabales font un exercice très nuancé de la force communicationnelle du groupe. 

Quant à l’utilisation des TIC, ils représentent plus qu’un support technologique de ces 

phénomènes culturels. Les TIC deviennent de vrais médiateurs, ils créent un nouvel 

espace publique, des règles nouvelles de communication, des approches nouvelles, et 

même un nouvel ethos. Nous nous rapportons ici aux effets produits par l’usage des TIC 

au delà de leur force technologique, soit les effets obscurs, qui nous révèlent la capacité 

des TIC de construire des mondes virtuels parallèles, incontrôlables, génuines, 

puissants, des mondes qui gèrent en effet la culture d’entreprise post-industrielle. 

 

                                                
1 Intervention au Congrès « Communication and Democracy : Perspectives for a new World », IAMCR 

(International Association of Media & Communication Research), Brasil, Porto Alegre, 25-30 Juillet 

2004.  
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Psyché ou techné2 

La discussion ci-présente se déroule sous les auspices du développement du savoir 

technologique des sociétés. Un savoir qui porte au delà des savoir-faire traditionnels et 

qui s’enrichit d’un véritable savoir-vivre. A partir de cette hypothèse, une idée surgit, 

celle d’une synergie des comportements psychologiques et des techniques qui se 

présentent dans une seule constitution sociale. D’autant plus que nous parlions 

d’organisation, où l’on dispose de mécanismes sociaux encore plus stricts.  

Par conséquent, ce travail même se présente sous la forme d’une hypothèse. Que cette 

hypothèse n’ait été pas confirmée ou, pour adoucir la résolution, ait été partiellement 

confirmée, cela reste secondaire. Notre hypothèse est née d’une série d’observations 

théoriques et pratiques sur le fonctionnement de la culture interne d’une organisation 

quelconque. On constate que la culture interne d’une organisation fonctionne en même 

temps d’une façon adaptative et implosive, cela veut dire que les relations internes sont 

aussi socialisantes  que suicidaires. Un tel fonctionnement réside dans la nature même 

de la culture interne, à la fois tribale, fermée à tout élément extérieur et contractuelle, 

sujet aux négociations collectives, de la dynamique du milieu. Les éléments du 

leadership, les jeux du pouvoir, les relations communicationnelles sont toujours soumis 

aux mécanismes tribaux. Des positions classiques des anthropologues comme Leroi-

Gourhan confirment que la mémoire sociotechnique de l’homme se développe en 

fonction des contraintes collectives de la transformation du milieu3. La mémoire 

technique, le comportement technique, la disposition de techné, s’opposant à la psyché, 

la disposition humaine vers la transformation de son milieu à l’aide des technologies, 

tout cela se rapporte à une détermination, disons matérialiste, de l’homme. Quant aux 

contrats culturels, qui permettent l’expression manifeste de la  culture profonde ou de la 

psyché - l’âme organisationnelle au sens large - il se développe à l’intérieur de 

l’organisation un véritable “espace publique”, il s’affirme un réseau des rôles (les 

héros), des évènements (un ethos, une mythologie), et de l’opinion exprimée par les 

émetteurs spécialisés comme les cabales, les colporteurs, “les espions”, “les prophètes”, 

etc.4 Ce caractère contractuel se manifeste au sein des relations industrielles formelles, 

pendant que les relations génuines de facture interpersonnelle et informelle  sont celles à 

                                                
2 Cela constitue une reprise du titre de l’auteur italien Umberto Galimberti – Psiche e techne. L’uomo 

nell’età  della tecnica, Milano, Feltrinelli, 1999. 
3 André Leroi –Gourhan – Le geste et la parole, traduit en roumain par Maria Berza, Bucuresti, Ed. 

Meridiane, 1983, vol.II, part II „Mémoire et technique”,  pp.18-29. 
4 Une classification des comportements culturels corporatifs se trouve dans  l’ouvrage de Terrence E. 

Deal et Alan A. Kennedy – Corporate Cultures. The Rites and Rituals of Corporate Life, London, 

Addison-Wesley Publishing Company, 1982.  
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maintenir  l’aspect pouvoir, tout en permettant la fabrication d’un esprit profond, même 

d’une magie. 

Nulle technique ne se définit en neutralité de sa force de transformer les sujets humains. 

La disposition technologique nous rend artificiels, soumis aux contrats, aux rôles 

secondaires, à une économie basée sur l’exclusivité de l’échange. Il n’y a pas de sens 

dans la technologie, il n’y a que des fins (et des moyens pour aboutir à ces fins). La 

technique n’est plus le sujet de notre choix, au contraire, nous sommes choisis, les 

techniques sont devenus le milieu “naturel” de notre action sociale. Le manque de ce 

choix nous rend encore plus limités, face aux illimitations naturelles de l’homme pré-

technologique. La technique, qu’est-ce qu’elle signifie sinon la rationalisation de notre 

action, la compensation de notre manque d’efficacité, de nos limites biologiques ? La 

technique n’est plus l’instrument, mais le milieu. 

La technologie est aussi vieille que l’humanité, du paléolithique jusqu’au présent. Au 

contraire, les nouvelles technologies ont une histoire beaucoup plus récente. L’évolution 

spectaculaire d’Internet, dans les années ’70, a provoqué le déplacement de 

l’information des forums territoriaux, physiques, aux espaces internes, virtuels, sans 

territoire, sans géographie, sans identité. Ils ont, en effet, provoqué un déplacement de la 

techné vers la psyché, une psyché digitale évidemment, si ce n’était que citer Bill Gates 

avec son ouvrage “L’@ffaire à vitesse de la pensée” (“Business @ the Speed of 

Thought’).5   

En Europe, le meilleur taux de la pénétration d’Internet se trouve en Suède (utilisation 

individuelle par 80% de la population totale), suivie par la Suisse et par les Pays Bas. 

Pour l”Europe de l’Est, les pays du Nord comme l’Estonie, la Lettonie, la Lituanie, la 

Slovénie sont les plus avancées. La Roumanie et la Bulgarie se trouvent parmi les pays 

à grand déficit, au dessous de 30% pénétration d’Internet. Il est évident que la capacité 

de pénétration d’Internet doit se rapporter aux autres variables, comme la surface totale 

du pays, la population nationale, et le niveau du PIB. On constate que plus la population 

est concentrée dans une surface assez restreinte, plus la pénétration d’Internet s’accroît. 

La vitesse de pénétration d’Internet dans nos vies personnelles est plus importante qu’on 

ne le croit. Il a des conséquences majeures sur le style de vie, sur les valeurs, sur la 

configuration de nos attentes. Ce que l’on peut décrire comme le “style web” représente 

un savoir vivre sans précédent, qui signifie plus que la manipulation des technologies. 

Par conséquent, une culture déficitaire du point de vue Internet reste une culture 

mineure du point de vue relationnel. Les effets du “digital gap” nous affectent d’une 

                                                
5L’édition roumaine du livre: Bill Gates - @faceri cu viteza gândului. Spre un sistem nervos digital”,  

Bucureşti, Ed. Amaltea, 2002. 
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façon encore plus intime que ne le font la baisse économique ou les tensions politiques. 

En effet, le “web style” s’annonce comme un “nouvel ordre mondial”. 

 

Portée théorique 

En première instance, on tente à définir le réseau de type grapevine dans le nouveau 

contexte d’organisation post-90, contexte dominé par les TIC. Le grapevine présente 

une histoire bizarre: au début, c’est un phénomène à la fois communicationnel et 

technologique, lié à l’usage du télégraphe par l’armée américaine. Dans les années ’80, 

le phénomène nous surprend une fois de plus lorsqu’il se trouve précisé dans les 

ouvrages de la culture de corporation parmi les phénomènes de groupe organisationnel, 

en tant que pratique intra-groupe, orale, informelle, non technologique. Le sens primaire 

ne change pas beaucoup, il reste celui de transmission d’une information partielle, 

vague, qui s’entend avec difficulté. Mais le réseau est lié dans le période contemporaine 

aux manifestations informelles (même difformes !), aux rumeurs, au niveau souterrain 

de la vie organisationnelle. En ce moment, dans les entreprises, est-ce qu’il y a une 

assimilation de grapevine orale au niveau des TIC, est-ce qu’on assiste à la re-

technologisation du grapevine organisationnel? Pour y répondre, nous avons choisi de 

situer notre démarche dans le contexte des organisations contemporaines, pour faire la 

démonstration du conflit entre l’expansion des nouvelles technologies et l’instabilité 

culturelle de l’entreprise contemporaine, profondément affectée par les formes de 

restructuration des années ‘90, à citer les formes de reengineering, l’externalisation des 

services - de type “outsourcing” - et les disponibilités massives provoquées par les 

nombreuses fusions des années ’90 jusqu’a présent. Une culture précaire, artificielle, 

une pseudo-culture de l’anonymat technologique s’insinue dans les entreprises 

contemporaines, minant de l’intérieur leurs structures et leur crédibilité.6 Il ne s’agit pas 

seulement de l’assimilation des TIC, mais de la restructuration de la culture entière de 

grande compagnie, de la réforme de ce qui est défini comme capitalisme managérial, de 

sa transformation dans un capitalisme post-corporatiste, ou bien post-capitaliste, de 

“distribution” ou de “support”.7 

                                                
6 Après un premier ouvrage de description et de classification des cultures organisationnelles, Terrence 

Deal et Allan Kennedy reviennent avec une nouvelle analyse, sur les réalités post `90, „New Corporate 

Cultures. Revitalizing the Workplace after Downsizing, Mergers and Reengineering”, London –New 

York, Texere, 2000.  
7 Shoshana Zuboff et James Maxmin, The Support Economy. Why Corporations Are Failing Individuals 

And The Next Episode Of Capitalism, Allen Lane, The Penguin Press, 2003. 
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Enjeu pratique 

A partir d’un profil de la culture de l’entreprise contemporaine face aux TIC, nous 

proposons une approche différente sur le comportement de communication face aux 

publics cible, suivi d’une série de recommandations pour le management. Notre point de 

départ, c’est l’entreprise globale, voire virtuelle, une entreprise sans nationalité précise, 

même si nationalisée par la culture qu’elle serve. Est-ce que l’état virtuel de l’entreprise 

s’affirme en dépit de sa culture? Quel type d’action de communication interne est pris 

par l’entreprise contemporaine, et pour quels résultats?  

D’une part, il est bien évident que l’apparition de l’équipe virtuelle a engendré un style 

différent d’intervention. Ce type d’équipe qui est propre aux grandes organisations 

permet des relations non-hiérachiques et simultanées pour aboutir à un travail 

horizontal, à distance, tout en respectant le rythme individuel du travail; c’est une 

équipe dont le comportement est menacé apparemment par la disparition de la 

coopération interne sous la domination des TIC. D’autre part, l’émergence de l’e-

management, un nouveau style d’administrer par la communication électronique, qui 

semble remplacer le leadership traditionnel pour le substituer avec les fonctions d’un 

”portal” d’entreprise. 

On se demande si l’informatisation des systèmes administratifs a changé ou non la 

culture d’entreprise. La communication, est-ce qu’elle est devenue plus ouverte, plus 

inclusive, plus personnalisée. Est qu’il y a un grapevine électronique? Peut-on 

considérer que la culture informelle s’est déplacée sur Internet, en utilisant l’email, qui 

reste le principal moyen de communication électronique dans les organisations et qui se 

répand en « vitesse de la pensée » même dans les pays modestement informatisés 

comme la Roumanie.  

Une recherche en-ligne des forums électroniques et des chat-rooms a démontré que ces 

deux outils largement engagés dans les débats informels ne sont pas utilisés pour 

accéder ou renforcer la culture interne d’une organisation, mais, au contraire, pour s’en 

soustraire. Quant aux structures des newsgroups, loin de se déformaliser, elles restent 

totalement dédiées aux échanges formels et publics.  

Cela veut dire que les formes et les variations d’Internet, c’est à dire Intranet et Extranet 

et le www ont provoqué l’expansion vers l’infini de l’espace public traditionnellement 

conçu dans un territoire limité et précis, ils ont déterritorialisé la communication, mais 

ils ne le font pas nécessairement moins formelle. La déterritorialisation manque 

d’informalité. Une société qui a généralisé la communication par les TIC contribue 
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d’une façon implicite à sa formalisation. Internet et surtout l’usage de www ont permis 

des rencontres virtuelles trans-organisationnelles. Par contre, le grapevine est une réalité 

de la corporation qui tient à affirmer sa territorialité, sa fermeture, son caractère 

concentré, non dispersé. Paradoxalement, il y a beaucoup d’informalité sur l’Internet et 

peu des réseaux informels.  

 

Le contrôle des emails: une nouvelle éthique de l’entreprise 

Le rituel du jour commence par le contrôle des emails. Ils sont des centaines, 

innombrables, ils nous étouffent. On estime qu’une bonne moitié reste sans réponse, 

sans compter les spams. Est-ce que les emails nous créent un nouvel univers du travail, 

représentent-ils la nouvelle formule de grapevine organisationnel? Il n’y a pas 

d’évidence. Face à l’introduction massive des nouvelles technologies, le management se 

protège en contrôlant le trafic sur Internet. Les emails sont informatifs, bilatéraux, 

toutefois moins colloquiaux qu’une discussion au bout du couloir, en face d’une tasse de 

café. Les emails servent de médiateurs, ils facilitent, mais ils manquent de complicité. 

Mais c’est autour de cette complicité des locuteurs que le grapevine se construit, la 

complicité qui utilise un code interpersonnel adopté ad hoc, en situation. Internet, par 

contre, se développe dans une culture de l’émotion contrôlée: c’est la culture des 

emoticons, le nouveau code psychologique d’Internet. L’expression des emoticons, tout 

en restant un code interpersonnel se place au niveau des codes génériques. On la connaît 

tous, on la partage, on ne peut pas la changer, on ne peut pas la nuancer ou la préciser 

l’intensité, sauf qu’elle n’ait pas été inscrite dans le code même. Les employés 

admettent que l’utilisation des emails de nature personnelle n’est pas interdite, dans la 

plupart des situations, néanmoins ils ne les utilisent pas pour discuter les problèmes du 

management, ni pour régler des affaires d’ordre personnel. D’une certaine façon, les 

emails se remplissent d’un contenu d’information et de facilitation importante, qui joue 

un rôle de rationalisation des échanges en présence. Par conséquent, cela réduit 

beaucoup la capacité des gens de s’adresser directement, pour régler leurs affaires d’une 

manière moins officielle. Les emails font partie du circuit formel de la communication 

organisationnelle.  

Cette ouverture totale de la communication réduit le niveau de la confiance dans le 

management. Et chaque fois que le climat de confiance manifeste une détérioration sur 

la ligne verticale, de commande, une forme de mobbing8 est adoptée par les employés 

pour leur défense contre le management, Il s’appelle le mobbing verticale. Est-ce qu’il 

                                                
8 Mobbing = persécution au travail, v. Heinz Leymann, Mobbing, tr.fr. Mobbing. La persécution au 

travail, Paris, Seuil, 1996. 
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existe, en plus, une nouvelle forme de mobbing des TIC? Suite aux restrictions 

imposées par le contrôle du trafic Internet, les relations sur le lieu de travail perdent 

encore une fois leur valeur morale. La vocation démocratique des TIC doit se manifester 

à tout niveau: conduite, décisions, règles, jeux interpersonnelles. Mais les études et les 

observations sur les lieux du travail font preuve de la mauvaise fois des employés et des 

employeurs. Un manque croissant de confiance se manifeste envers le management, et 

le contrôle de la communication interpersonnelle devient une nouvelle forme de 

mobbing, de persécution au lieu du travail. Les emails prennent place a tout contact 

direct, et beaucoup de dirigeants d’entreprise préfèrent régler les tensions ou les conflits 

émergents par emails, en évitant la confrontation directe avec le groupe du travail. Cette 

diminution du rôle d’exercice directe de leadership porte sur la diminution de la 

conscience de groupe, en fait, le groupe perd la perspective de ses objectifs et de ses 

intérêts communs.  

Lorsqu’un groupe/ une équipe adhère à l’ethos de l’entreprise, il/elle adhère 

actuellement à la manifestation d’une solidarité. Les TIC sont moins intéressés de la 

solidarité, plus de l’efficacité. Que se passe-t-il alors? On assiste à une dissipation des 

valeurs au niveau de l’individu, au renforcement de l’énergie résiduelle, à 

l’affaiblissement des valeurs collectives, bref à la disparition de la motivation pour un 

lieu du travail. Que l’on trouve dans un endroit ou dans un autre, cela paraît bien égal 

aux travailleurs, tant que leurs salaires sont versés régulièrement. En effet, beaucoup 

d’organisations privées, de taille moyenne, surtout dans le domaine des services 

réclament une fluctuation accentuée du personnel, malgré tous les efforts institutionnels 

pour la formation professionnelle ou pour l’assurance de la carrière.9 Dans ce cas, les 

mentors peuvent servir à la stabilisation des valeurs de l’entreprise, une fois que les 

maîtres acceptent de jouer le rôle des grandes “prêtres” pour la transmission des valeurs 

et des prophéties de l’entreprise.10   

 

La mcdonaldisation de la culture d’entreprise 

Une telle calculabilité de la circulation de l’information, qu’elle soit assurée par le trafic 

Internet, qu’elle soit donnée par la limitation des contacts directes, conduit à un effet de 

“fast food”. Il est bien connu que les technologies, surtout les TIC, ont été notamment 

créées pour la simplification et la prédictibilité du travail. Les deux traîts sont 

                                                
9 Le côté pratique de ce papier a été soutenu par les exercices et les observations réalisés dans le cadre du 

cours sur la « Culture et communication organisationnelle », que j’ai introduit dans le département depuis 

2000. Discussions et observations informelles avec le personnel de plusieurs firmes ont été organisées 

pendant les stages pratiques de mes étudiants en relations publiques, surtout à Bucarest. 
10 „Priests”, dans la classification de Deal & Kennedy, voir supra,  note 4.  
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considérés comme des particularités de base pour le paradigme de type fast-food, tel que 

manifesté par l’administration électronique des données du travail. Quand George 

Ritzer présente les domaines de la mcdonalidisation de la vie contemporaine, il se 

réfère, entre autres, à la calculabilité avec laquelle on dirige nos vies, une calculabilité 

bien nourrie par l’ordinateur.11 Les programmes des ressources humaines à l’aide 

d’applications électroniques, de type «business-to-employee» (voir infra...) sont le plus 

clair exemple d’une fast-foodisation de la culture interne. Le mangement par objectifs 

(MBO) peut être aisément tenu pour un management par contrôle technique, cela veut 

dire le contrôle des moyens et non pas des fins. La culture d’entreprise roumaine souffre 

toujours d’un excès de contrôle, qui en l’absence de la planification stratégique, réside 

dans une forme vidée de sens. De l’exercice de type MBO, on retient une périodisation, 

pas nécessairement une vision. Le pouvoir de la planification stratégique se limite à la 

calculabilité des coûts contre les bénéfices.   

Vers une «économie de support » et pourquoi les compagnies font échouer les 

individus12, tel est le nouveau défi managérial. Dans “l’économie de support”, Internet 

devient un instrument individuel, et non corporatif, le corporatisme s’affaiblit, d’une 

part, à cause de la méfiance des consommateurs et du public, d’autre part, à cause de 

fausses promesses de e-commerce après 2000. L’auto-support des individus par eux 

mêmes, la valorisation des milieux électroniques pour d’autre fonctions sociales que le 

“e –commerce” traditionnel provoquent Internet à se situer du côté individuel. La vie 

d’Internet semble au carrefour. Il y a dix ans, c’était le nouveau prophète. Après 2000, il 

est mis en cause.  Le milieu corporatif perd de sa consistance, au cours du déplacement 

du “digital gap” au “digital bridge”. Une nouvelle économie et un nouvel capitalisme 

individuel s’annoncent, où les compagnies perdent du terrain. A la place des mentors, la 

nouvelle économie de support nous propose les “activistes” (advocates en anglais). 

 

Comment peut–on décrire le nouveau grapevine? 

Le grapevine s’avère une pratique issue de la bureaucratie des larges compagnies. C’est 

une réalité du capitalisme managérial, un type de capitalisme qui semble signer son 

déclin, paradoxalement, à cause de la technologie qui, autrefois, le rendait fort.  Le 

grapevine se construisait en réplique à la réalité formelle du capitalisme managérial, 

qui, néanmoins, permettait un degré de liberté contrôlée aux individus. Le grapevine en 

général bénéficie de l’opacité de système, il se fait accommoder une technique de 

                                                
11 V. George Ritzer, The Mc Donaldisation of Society, Thousand Oaks, California –London – New Delhi, 

Pine Forge Press, 1996. 
12 Une traduction approximative du titre du livre américain de Shoshana Zuboff et James Maxmin, op.cit. 
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médiations secondaires, il sert de pratique collective. Par contre, un chat-room, est-ce 

qu’il est une cabale électronique? Pour ce qui est du rôle d’échange, oui, quant aux jeux 

du pouvoir, cela n’est pas très clair. Est-ce que les emails comportent la même valeur 

transactionnelle que les interactions en présence?  

Admettons premièrement la thèse de l’entreprise fédéralisée, qui nous est proposée par 

les promoteurs d’un nouveau type de gestion d’entreprise, le management de 

« distribution ».  Un des méta-principes des auteurs de l’Economie de support nous 

parle de la “fédération des réseaux des compagnies ». Si par hypothèse, une telle 

fédéralisation se réalise, est-ce que nous assisterons aussi à la “fédéralisation des 

réseaux informels”? Les réseaux multinationaux, fluides, sans frontières,  est ce qu’ils  

développeront une nouvelle culture communicationnelle, de type fédéraliste?  

Les TIC ont le but d’éliminer  tous les aspects redondants de l’activité d’entreprise. Au 

contraire, le grapevine oral, il est profondément et uniquement redondant. Sa valeur 

sociale réside dans cet aspect redondant, futile, mais authentique quand même. Par 

définition, un grapevine est lié au déficit d’information. Par leur fonctionnement, les 

TIC ne changent aucun déficit, mais ils le transforment en excès.  

n vue d’assurer le cadre pour la future économie de support, les spécialistes parlent de 

“la crise transactionnelle”, au sens financier de la transaction. Mais il y a plus que les 

transactions financières, il y a les transactions communicationnelles, les jeux 

d’influence et de la subtile persuasion ; cet aspect traverse lui aussi la crise 

d’organisation. Un exemple éloquent nous est fourni par les auteurs de “l’économie de 

support” lorsqu’ils parlent de la valorisation de l’option individuelle (“Real Individual 

Option Valuation” RIOV).  

Le RIOV se propose comme une option centrée sur le client ou le bénéficiaire au sens 

large. Rien n’est prévu pour individualiser l’option interne, en dépit de la promesse 

théorique de ses “fédérations des réseaux”, celle de couvrir des éléments comme la 

valorisation des partenariats ou des alliances.  En plus, il y a trop d’évaluation 

quantitative, de “mesurer”. Le grapevine, au contraire,  a une nature non-mesurable et 

non-tangible. 

Le grapevine se forme nécessairement à l’intérieur d’un group défini. La dimension 

group  reste essentielle pour la formation de grapevine, qui se construit comme des 

réseaux transactionnels de communication informelle. D’autre part, on parle de la nature 

motivationnelle du terme, le fait qu’un grapevine se forme là ou la culture du travail 

manifeste une certaine maturité. Un autre fait, d’une importance majeure, est lié au 

caractère démocratique du grapevine, au fait qu’il y a une expression libre des individus 
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au lieu du travail. Alors un grapevine,  peut-il se former à l’intérieur d’un chat room, 

d’un e-group, d’un forum?   

Une nouvelle promesse se dégage dans une telle économie d’auto contrôle et de 

support: le droit à ce qu’on peut appeler “l’intimité publique“, l’ouverture à travers des 

barrières entre le bureau et la vie privée, à savoir l’usage des contraintes et des 

permissions pour se rendre plus libre à l’intérieur des rigueurs corporatistes. Le droit de 

crier ou de se plaindre de quelqu’un on-line, si la personne envoie trop d’emails ou trop 

de demandes13, aussi que le droit d’être listé on-line parmi les « héros » du portal 

corporatif, e.g. hommagiés selon leurs anniversaires.  

 

Grapeviner – une obligation?  

Dans un tel management de distribution, tous rôles soi-disant “illicites” d’une culture de 

compagnie – les colporteurs des rumeurs, les cabales, les espions, les prêtres, les 

conteurs (“story -tellers”) se voient réorganisés autour d’un rôle central: l’activiste ou le 

promoteur (“the advocate”). Les employés ne jouent plus le rôle des subordonnés ou de 

salariés, ils deviennent des membres de la communauté fédéralisée. De nouvelles 

obligations surgissent, comme “l’obligation d’utiliser toutes leur expériences et leur 

jugements, aussi bien que leur valeurs, leur émotions, leur empathie” 14 Bizarre, et bien 

totalitaire cette vision sur l’implication totale, non conditionnée de l’employé face à son 

employeur. Non durable non plus, et anti-humaine, comme l’expérience de l’Est 

communiste l’a bien prouvé. Même si impraticable, cette nouvelle utopie corporatiste, 

bien américaine, et commerciale dans son esprit anti-commercial nous introduit dans un 

avenir orwellien: le grapevine devient obligatoire! Les petites discussions, les rumeurs, 

les critiques bien cachés contre le système, tout cela devrait avoir une position officielle, 

formelle, contribuant à une autre efficacité du système.   

Du grapevine à  la nouvelle propagande des TIC : un concept nouveau se construit 

autour de ces fédérations d’entreprise, celui de distribution personnalisée et de la 

motivation des membres par leur participation intime aux affaires de l’entreprise. Le 

groupe devient plus solidaire, plus cohérent, plus concentré sur lui-même. L’influence 

sur la structure de l’opinion publique réside dans un processus d’unification (par la 

suite, un effet de formation et de conscience de “classe”), l’effet de “membership’ dans 

les fédérations corporatives du nouveau capitalisme de distribution), la simplification 

(par la suite, un effet  de dispersion et de dichotomie), le stéréotype (par la suite, la 

                                                
13 « Do you want to scream at anyone? », un espace de type “grapevine”, sur le portal de Scient, une 

compagnie de conseil d’Internet, apud. The Economist, E-Trends. Making sense of the electronic 

communications revolution, Profile Books Ltd., 2001, p. 161. 
14 Shoshana Zuboff et James Maxmin, op.cit, p. 369. 
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formulation des préjugés).15 On a déjà assisté au fait que tout opinion privé a été déjà 

marginalisée à cause de la dominance des médias, qui ont installé un espace public 

même a l’intérieur de celui privé, conduisant à une schizotopie, comme effet de la 

massification des individus).16 

Crier et se disputer, se révolter, se lamenter, voici le droit garanti par le grapevine 

online. Et tout cela sur le portal de la compagnie, la nouvelle agora à lancer (et plaquer, 

et garer, et conserver ou éliminer) toutes les tensions, tous les échanges, le contrôle 

entier de la vie professionnelle et privée dans une organisation, surtout dans une large 

compagnie comme Ford, par exemple, qui semble avoir la plus large utilisation 

d’intranet. Certains auteurs se réfèrent aux qualités caméléoniennes d’Internet17. 

Une contradiction nous semble critique: d’une part, Internet joue un rôle crucial de 

simplification, de rationalisation du travail, des finances et même de la gestion des 

ressources humaines.  Dans ce sens, les applications B2E (“business to employee”) 

deviennent de plus en plus attractives pour les compagnies dans les dernières années, 

surtout après 2000. Par les fonctions du nouveau e-management, Internet, surtout dans 

la forme des portals corporatifs, se répand à grande vitesse et sert de la psyché 

d’organisation, d’esprit de compagnie. Le management de la connaissance (knowledge 

management) fonctionne comme le nouveau système de médiation, et il transforme 

l’expérience cognitive personnelle en expérience d’organisation. Dans ce processus, on 

assiste à la création du nouveau « capital organisationnel », créé par l’utilisation 

d’Internet. On parle des communautés horizontales, à distance, mises on line par la 

force d’Internet, des communautés des salariés qui aboutissent à faire un teambuilding 

global, pour s’informer, échanger de l’expérience et même colporter à l’aise 18 

L’altruisme et l’innovation corporatifs sont comparables à opérer avec un opensource 

software comme Linux, d’autant plus qu’on prévoit une fédéralisation corporatiste 

probable.19  Sur le plus large intranet, celui du Ford, 170.000 employés  reçoivent des 

emails avec le signal de chating: “Let’s chat”.  Une newsroom est aussi disponible et 

actualisée  pour informer la population globale des salariés de Ford et de Volvo 

(récemment incorporée dans la compagnie). Cisco envoie des vidéos aux salaries et 

leurs participation est habilement  surveillée  et rapportée.   

Nota bene: tous ces auteurs ne parlent pas de réinventer ou de revaloriser le grapevine, 

mais de revigorer la culture formelle du mangement! Un signe de révolte a été noté 

                                                
15 Jacques  Ellul, Propagandes, Paris, Economica, 1990, pp. 226-231. 
16 La schizotopie (duplicité spatiale), le concept de G. Anders, repris par U. Galimberti, op.cit, p. 605. 
17 The Economist, op.cit , p. 152. 
18 ibid, p 166. 
19 Shoshana Zuboff et James Maxmin, op.cit,  p.375; The Economist, op.cit,  p. 167. 
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quand même: lorsque les salariés sont en contact direct avec le top management, le 

mangement moyen se voit formellement éliminé du flux communicationnel. Il y avait 

des informations administrées à ce niveau d’une manière exclusive, qui sont maintenant 

éludées par la ligne directe « online » et fait que la ligne moyenne de décision perde de 

son  pouvoir et de sa crédibilité.20  

À noter aussi que l’e-management s’est installé d’une manière propre et satisfaisante 

dans les corporations IT ou dans celles, comme Ford, qui ont déjà innové dans la 

technologie industrielle. De ce point de vue, il s’agit de deux types non similaires de 

culture online: une  comme celle de Ford, fondée sur une culture corporative mûre, 

vieille, traditionnelle, séculaire disons, l’autre, des compagnies des softwares ou de 

programmation IT comme Cisco, Oracle, qui adopte le management online comme un 

“produit interne”, une valeur de marque, un acquis corporatif. Pour les autres, le e-

business est devenu une priorité après 2000, quant à l’e-management, il est loin d’être 

largement adapté ou adopté. 

Est-ce que le management online dépend, du niveau d’alphabétisation électronique de la 

population d’un pays? D’une part, oui, d’autre part, il dépend de la culture sociale d’un 

pays donné, de la confiance qu’on fait à la techné plus qu’à la psyché. De cette 

perspective, la culture online, la techné contemporaine, se dispute avec la psyché 

contemporaine, la propagande, l’idéologie des média, y compris les événements et les 

news online.  Les journaux en ligne sont de plus en plus répandus. Le culte du mot 

imprimé maintient sa force particulière, et l’oralité continue à ravitailler la propagande.  

Les spécialistes insistent sur le caractère collectif de l’éducation online. Le bénéficiaire 

en est des groupes ou des communautés. Les relations intra et extra groupales ne 

remplacent pas, ne peuvent pas substituer les échanges bilatéraux, interpersonnels. La 

communication interpersonnelle se détache d’une façon assez singulière. Une telle 

territorialité, un tel jeu dramatique des configurations bilatérales ne peuvent pas être 

simulé online, en dépit de tout effort de re-orchestrer le chating.  

 

La (e) culture d’entreprise en Roumanie 

La culture électronique (e-culture) se manifeste comme la culture de grande entreprise. 

L’entreprise roumaine ne se revendique pas nécessairement d’une tradition de grande 

entreprise. La tradition urbaine des petits entrepreneurs a marqué la première partie du 

siècle précédent. La vocation gigantesque s’est développée surtout dans la période 

d’après la deuxième guerre mondiale, accompagnée par les ravages du communisme, 

                                                
20 The Economist, op.cit, p.159.  
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qui, essayant de prouver sa supériorité idéologique, a forcé une industrialisation de 

grande taille. Alors, l’entreprise industrielle s’est développée d’une façon paradoxale: 

d’une part, l’anonymat imposé par les hiérarchies du Parti et de l’Etat, d’autre part, une 

culture héroïque, qui devaient se montrer dignes de la provocation de l’histoire. Les 

années ’70 ont été marquées par les ouvrages du management scientifique, une variante 

de type tayloriste de management d’entreprise, ayant pour but la croissance de la 

productivité du travail. La planification était au cœur de tout effort organisationnel. 

Quant aux relations du travail, vu la supériorité idéologique de la classe ouvrière, il y 

avait un culte des “héros du travail socialiste”, qui a profondément marqué la culture 

industrielle de l’époque et a laissé des traces jusqu’à présent dans les milieux 

industriels. L’éducation industrielle se remarquait à l’époque par une prédisposition 

pour le service “exemplaire” plutôt qu’efficace, ignorant le client, mais célébrant le côté 

exemplaire du métier. Quant au pattern culturel, il se manifestait un type de 

paternalisme combiné avec un esprit défensif, qui prouvait une solidarité non efficace, 

un conformisme non créatif de groupe, et une action routinière. Tout de même, une telle 

solidarité a maintenu la culture professionnelle et l’esprit d’entreprise (ou plutôt 

“l’esprit du corps, si on utilise le terme d’Henri Fayol), deux aspects qui ont constitués 

des facteurs de résistance aux changements imposés par le processus de privatisation qui 

s’est déroulé dans les dix derniers années. 

Dans une telle culture, le grapevine était fort et bien articulé, avec une armée des 

colporteurs dont le rôle était de soutenir la cohésion interne et la force de la propagande. 

S’il existait une cabale d’entreprise, c’est difficile à dire. Si un tel réseau existait, sa 

présence était valorisée d’une manière exemplaire, pour que leur annihilation probable 

démontrât une fois de plus la force du système, le contrôle total de l’informat ion.  

Comment les choses ont-elles évolué dans l’histoire récente de la Roumanie? Une étude 

de type omnibus, réalisée en février 2002 a tenté d’analyser au niveau national le 

comportement du consommateur roumain d’Internet, en utilisant des variables comme 

genre, résidence, catégorie/groupe sociale, et région/province21. Le suivi statistique  

nous permet une clarification de la répartition du service Internet parmi les utilisateurs 

individuels: il semble que l’utilisateur roumain dominant est mâle (en 12 mois, 17 % 

utilisateurs hommes face à 7% utilisateurs femmes), jeune -  les adolescents et les 

jeunes entre 15 et 29 ans sont présents dans une proportion de 33% face à 9% adultes 

entre 30 et 44 ans) et urbain - les habitants des villes dominent en proportion de 18% 

face à 7% provenant du milieu rural. 

                                                
21 Dan Antohi - Piaţa de Internet în România [Le marché Internet en Roumanie], “BIZ”, no. 48, 23 avril -

8 mai 2002, pp. 42-45. 
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Une autre étude nationale s’est développée en 2003, par GfK Romania, en utilisant un 

échantillon de 12 906 sujets âgés de plus de 18 ans22. Des données nouvelles s’ajoutent, 

on apprend que l’utilisation Internet se réalise en proportion de 46% dans des endroits 

publiques, comme Internet cafés, en proportion de 28% au domicile; 27% au travail, 

12% chez amis, 11% de l’école, 5% de l’université, 2% autres, et 1% par services GSM.  

Il nous permet aussi de constater un taux de pénétration d’Internet de 15 %, qui nous 

situe malheureusement parmi les derniers en Europe. De l’autre côté, des rapports du 

Ministère de la Communication et de la Technologie d’Information donnent des 

informations sur le niveau très haut de pénétration des services GSM et de la télévision 

par câble. Quant aux raisons d’utilisation d’Internet, avoir d’information actualisée en 

reste l’objectif immédiat. Même que la navigation Internet se réalise en large proportion 

pour rechercher d’information et des nouvelles, notons que l’email et le chating 

représentent des activités assez fréquentes (entre 41% et 50 %). Un tel indicateur est 

illustratif pour le transfert significatif de la communication interpersonnelle et publique 

dans le milieu virtuel.  

Les utilisateurs corporatifs sont majoritaire (en 2002, RDS – un des grands fournisseurs 

d’Internet rapportait 40.000 clients corporatifs face à 3000 clients individuels) et ils sont 

marqués aussi d’une certaine croissance. La majorité des grandes firmes ont des PC et 

accès à Internet, aussi les firmes de taille petite et moyenne, qui détiennent au moins un 

PC connecté à Internet. En tout cas, les firmes avec accès Internet sont en majorité 

groupées dans le secteur de production industrielle et le secteur tertiaire (services, 

communication, éducation). Les entreprises publiques tendent à utiliser les PC pour les 

bases des données, et dans une mesure diminuée, pour la navigation Internet. La raison 

principale d’utiliser les services Internet reste l’accès aux informations publiques et aux 

données de recherche dans le domaine, ainsi qu’aux renseignements législatifs, du 

milieu d’affaires, de la communication avec les publics intéressés (clients, fournisseurs, 

distributeurs). Il y a peu d’évidence que l’Internet est utilisé pour la communication 

interne, à l’exception des emails, qui sont parfois l’excuse pour certain dirigeants 

d’entreprises (de façon surprenante, surtout dans les agences de taille moyenne !) 

d’éviter le contact direct avec leurs employés. Quant au chatting, bien que dans 

certaines agences il soit utilisé par les employés comme mode alternatif de 

communiquer, il n’y a aucune évidence de son utilisation grapevine. En même temps, 

                                                
22 Id.-  Unul din şapte români utilizează Internetul [Un des sept roumains utilisent Internet], “BIZ”, no. 

84,19 avril- 2 mai 2004, p. 43. 
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l’instabilité du personnel fait que la culture corporative dans beaucoup d’entreprises 

petites et moyenne soit fragile, et une certaine préoccupation pour formaliser le milieu 

corporatif reste actif. Cela s’explique par le fait que les entreprises privées font des 

efforts pour rattraper l’histoire de la culture d’entreprise,  absente en Roumanie pendant 

la période communiste, à partir des années ‘50 jusqu'aux années ’90. D’autre part, un 

certain mimétisme corporatif, une certaine ostentation affichée par les entreprises 

moyennes, une tendance à copier les règles des grandes compagnies fait difficile à 

déceler les éléments véritables d’une culture roumaine d’entreprise.  

Il est aussi vrai que le contexte roumain doit être évalué à l’intérieur d’un cadre plus 

général, de l’entreprise européenne. Mais ce type d’entreprise, dispose-t-elle d’une 

configuration relevable, et comment la définir? Parler de la culture de l’entreprise 

européenne devient l’impératif de nos jours, mais la diversité des cultures et des styles 

d’entreprise en Europe fait que la démarche reste fastidieuse. Il est vrai que des analyses 

comparatives de management, surtout sur la conduite des affaires et la négociation, ont 

été élaborées dans les années dernières. Parlant de „European Business and Culture”, 

Phil Harris et Frank McDonald soulignent la diversité de management européen, en tant 

que style de décision et de communication23. Selon les catégories de Edward T. Hall, on 

pourrait assister à la communication implicite dans les cultures latines (France, Italie) 

ou bien à la communication explicite dans les cultures germaniques (Allemagne, Pays 

Bas). Ou bien, selon les catégories de Geert Hofstede, assister à des cultures masculines 

ou féminines, individuelles ou collectives, avec une distance plus ou moins grande 

contre le pouvoir, et avec un degré d’incertitude plus ou moins accentué. Par 

conséquent, il y a des cultures plus réactives, très bien ancrées sur le court terme, et 

cultures de planification, à long terme. Il est plus facile à s’appliquer aux marques 

globales comme Ikea, Michelin, Shell, Philips, LEGO (même s’il est en régression dans 

les dernières années)  et d’autres,  mais comme s’appliquerai- t’il dans le cas des 

entreprises de taille petite et moyenne, au niveau des régions et des provinces?  

Par ailleurs, la confirmation de l’hypothèse que les cultures et les langues nationales 

influencent fortement les cultures corporatives n’est qu’un volet de l’analyse. La culture 

interne, grâce à sa nature informelle, ignorent en grande partie les dimensions formelles 

révélées par la tradition académique. La présence des rituels forts dans une grande 

culture s’avère indifférente à la dimension de „distance contre le pouvoir”. Certes, il  y a 

une dimension „pouvoir” dans le jeu des acteurs, mais il se manifeste d’une manière 

                                                
23 Phil Harris & Frank McDonald  - European Business & Marketing, 2ème ed.., SAGE Publications, 

2004, pp. 113-125. 
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implicite, qui accentue la dimension collective, coutumière et déontologique de la vie 

corporative. On a donc bien un principe commun, mais des pratiques différentes.  Si on 

revient sur les aspects du grapevine, l’émergence d’un tel réseau est-il un signe d’un 

fort collectivisme ou d’une réaction collective à l’individualisme du management? Dans 

une telle hypothèse, les portals corporatifs deviendraient-ils des réseaux de colportage 

collectif ou bien des sites de manifestation de la compétition individuelle?    

 

En guise de conclusion 

La discussion réalisée dans ce papier nous conduit à la conclusion que nous ne 

disposons pas de forts arguments pour la transformation de grapevine par le milieu 

électronique. Ce qu’on peut appeler grapevine électronique n’est qu’une connexion 

informelle contrôlée. Mais connecter ne peut pas substituer totalement échanger.  

Apparemment, la culture Internet a bien contribué à l’individualisation de la 

participation d’entreprise et au déclin du capitalisme managérial. En même temps, il a 

contribué à la dissolution de la culture managériale, le grapevine inclus ! L’espace de 

médiation des TIC doit se déformaliser jusqu’au point de sa revalorisation comme 

espace personnel de « parole ».  

L’espace virtuel du portal, doit-il se limiter aux thèmes professionnels, tout en laissant 

le temps aux discussions interpersonnelles dans les contextes physiques ? Et comment 

faire pour accommoder le besoin d’un tel contexte physique à la réalité de la compagnie 

virtuelle et de business à distance, dans une époque de la délocalisation des grandes 

entreprises. Il y a un besoin actif de centraliser l’intelligence collective et cela se réalise 

d’une façon si simple par le website. Pour le moment, le grapevine est chassé.  Qu’il fût 

ou il ne fût pas un geste prémédité, les communicateurs corporatifs trouveront d’autres 

moyens de se coaliser.    
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